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        The course of true love never did run smooth.

        William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 1.1
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      There always has to be somebody who takes responsibility for our sins. When I was a child, I thought it was God. When I didn’t believe in God anymore, there was a time when I thought others would take the blame. Now I know it is me, and no one but me. Everything else is a lie, and lying is a sin…
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      I could tell many stories about my life. I could tell the things others said about me.

      I could start with the simple version of the story: That I was the strange girl who had been on her own most of the time since her first day at the new high school. The girl who was punctual and polite, who blended in very well—maybe too well. There had to be something wrong. Maybe she was insane. Or she was trying to hide a secret.

      I could tell the cool story: That I’d been living with my sister for the last three years, and I didn’t have to follow any stupid parental rules. That I could go out every Friday and Saturday if I liked. That my sister gave nice parties at our house where most of the boys were college guys.

      I could tell the freaky story: That my parents had left my sister and me alone because they had had problems with the law. That I had had to move in with my sister. People had been whispering that I’d missed a year of school because of drug issues.

      They had been inventing new stories about me lately, but I didn’t care anymore. People always talked when they didn’t understand what was going on.

      I could repeat all the stupid things people had been saying about me—the gossip they had been spreading since the first day I had got here. Things they’d only been guessing. Stories they had heard somewhere. Or I could simply tell the truth.

      My name is Claire Gabriel. I’d turned eighteen on the seventeenth of October last year. My parents had died in an accident three years ago. Yes, I’d missed a year of school. I had repeated it because the accident had happened shortly before final exams. I had needed a few months to get back on my feet again. Then I’d had to move to Aurora to live with my sister, the only family I had left. Luckily my sister had already been old enough to legally take responsibility for me.

      There was little to say about me. I was ordinary. No one you would look at in the street, no one you would notice. Nobody would have noticed me here either if it hadn’t been for the wild stories they had started telling about me.

      Not too much of the gossip was true. I had never had any problems with drugs, and I had no intentions of gaining experience in this area. My parents hadn’t left us because of problems with the law—I wished it was that way. I had to admit that my sister’s parties indeed were something that I didn’t want to miss. The guys from college were a lot more interesting than the boys at school in many ways. In a certain way, people had been right about the part of me being insane—there had been times when I hadn’t been sure if I might have gone nuts. And I definitely had a secret to hide, who doesn’t. So that was true, too.

      Whenever I looked in the mirror I saw an average girl. My hair was ash blond, my eyes were an undefinable gray or blue—I couldn’t tell, it depended on the light. I was a bit taller than the average, and maybe also a bit more slender, but otherwise I couldn’t see anything special. I wasn’t the cheerleader type. I didn’t show any signs of outstanding beauty or grace.

      I liked books. They were like small universes you could find the weirdest stories in. Sometimes you even found a part of yourself. Books were easy company, they were patient, they didn’t demand attention, they didn’t care when you threw them aside. They were only too happy to give you their stories as you picked them up to read again.

      Music was an important part of my life. It gave me some peace of mind if I could listen to a piece of music that matched my mood.

      Sometimes I liked animals better than people. They were honest and loved you for what you were, not for what you pretended to be.

      I had made some friends in the past few years. It was not that easy when you were new and people talked about you, but I had found some I could trust.

      Amber Finn, a clever girl. She was both beautiful and glib, and a magnet of attention. Many girls didn’t like her. They couldn’t stand the way the world seemed to spin around her. Most boys had tried to ask her out more than once, but she always said she didn’t like wasting her time with fools that asked her because of her looks. I could understand. I wouldn’t either, but nobody would take notice of me next to her.

      Lydia Porters, a shy girl with short brown hair and soft brown eyes. She was the type you could trust with anything. We lived on the same street, so it was easy to just drop by several times a week to do homework or just talk a little.

      Gregory Milton-Davis, my best friend. A very sporty guy, very active and a little bit too friendly for just friendship lately.

      My sister took care of me. Sophie was four years older than me. She was going to Med School and always had a lot of work to do. It had started to feel as if she regretted taking me into her home. The first year had been hard for both of us as we were mourning for our parents. As happy as we were that we had each other, it was strange seeing her in the responsible role. Sophie had never been somebody to take responsibility for anything in her entire life. No matter what had happened, she had always found someone to blame. When we had been children, she had frequently blamed me for all kinds of stuff she had done. When she hadn’t been able to blame me, she had blamed our parents or the neighbours’ children. Later, she had blamed her countless boyfriends. When the first shock had vanished weeks after the accident, she started to blame me for our parents’ deaths. I could understand why. I had been blaming myself a lot for what had happened that day. I could still recall the memory easily, and it would vividly replay before my inner eye again and again.

      Our parents had been on their way to pick me up from my best friend’s birthday party. I still remembered the moment I had seen their car turning the corner. A truck had smashed them into a wall. I remembered the pictures too clearly. Sometimes I still dreamed of that cursed day. My best friend’s father had caught me around the waist and pulled me away so I wouldn’t see the smashed car. I had heard the screams of the people around, and the sound of the ambulance arriving minutes later. They had pulled me into the house and shoved me into a chair in the kitchen where Emily, my best friend back then, had tried to talk to me for what seemed like hours. Her mother had run in and out of the kitchen. Every time she had come in her face had shown another emotion. First it had looked like relief, then concern, then panic, then sadness, then relief again. Finally, she had dragged me to a car, her husband at her side. Emily had stayed behind with her older brother Philip.

      I remembered the ride to the hospital. Emily’s mother hadn’t talked a lot. When we arrived in the parking lot she had turned to face me. “Claire …” she hesitated. “What I’m going to tell you right now will not be easy to understand …” Her eyes had looked up as if she was asking heaven for help. “Claire, I don’t know how to make this sound right, but I have to tell you—your mother didn’t make it to the hospital. She died on the way.” …died on the way …died on the way, it had echoed in my head. Sometimes I can still hear it today. “Claire …. Claire! Look at me!” Emily’s mom had grabbed my arm, her eyes trying to lock mine in place. “Claire, your father is alive. He is at the emergency room. We are going to go there in a few minutes, but first you have to tell me: Are you alright? Claire?”

      I heard her words, but they hadn’t made sense, not at all. My mom—dead? I had seen the accident, but it just hadn’t made sense. The first stage of mourning—denial.

      We had walked up the stairs to the entrance a short while after this one way conversation. I had needed to see my father. As we entered the hospital Emily’s father had rushed to the reception desk to ask where to find my dad. His face had filled with fury as he had started screaming at the nurse. He had pointed at me emphasizing the words daughter, fifteen and alone. The nurse had shuffled over to us, asking for my name. “Claire Gabriel,” I had answered completely perplexed.

      “Follow me.” The nurse had led us to a room only a few steps away. “He is lucky to have survived at all …”

      “Claire!” I had heard Sophie’s voice carry across the room. Somebody must have had told her, and she had come. I hadn’t known if she knew what had happened. She had already been at my side when I had finished wondering how I would tell her. “Claire, the hospital called, dad’s in here, mom is dead. They said it was an accident. What happened?” So she had known the worst part. Mom was dead. Luckily I hadn’t had to tell this part of the story.

      I remembered the picture of my father lying in the hospital bed with all kind of tubes and needles stuck into him, his eyes closed. It had been horrible, but we hadn’t had to bear it for too long. It had been only a few minutes before one of the machines tied to his tubes and needles had started beeping. The nurse had shoved us out the door and a team of white dressed women and men had hurried to her aid to save my father. They hadn’t succeeded. He had died only minutes after we left the room.

      Neither my mother nor my father had any sisters or brothers, so there was no aunt or uncle option. Our grandparents had all been dead, except for my father’s father. His identity was unknown. My father’s mother had died ten years ago. I had many memories of her. She had been a warm, caring person. My mother’s parents had died many years ago and I had never known them.

      We hadn’t had many options to choose from. My sister had gotten custody of me. So that was, briefly, how I had ended up living in Aurora, Illinois.

      

      We had to completely rearrange our lives. It hadn’t been easy. Sophie had sold our parents’ house in Indianapolis and bought a small one in Aurora. It had been the easiest way for her to gather some money and stay in college. Both of us worked several times a month to add to our income. Sophie worked in a restaurant every so often, and I worked at the public library almost every Thursday. We had enough money to survive.

      Sophie spent most of her time on the university campus, studying. She wanted to finish her studies quickly, so she could get a real job and earn better money for us. It was a completely new thing, having Sophie taking responsibility for me.

      My parents had been buried in a cemetery in Indianapolis. I would have liked to visit their grave more often, but it was not possible. This had made me develop the habit of regularly visiting the local graveyard in Aurora instead. It was like a little ritual of spending time thinking of them. I usually stood there for half an hour, sometimes less, sometimes more. I had even found a favorite place there, impossible as that might seem. I had found a statue of a tall angel made of stone with folded hands and folded wings, looking down onto the grave of a person whose name could no longer be read on the weathered headstone. The stone was mossy, and black and grey with the dust of the years. But still, the angel was standing there over the grave. It had a silent beauty that was hard to describe, like a supernatural lover that had turned to stone grieving for his maiden.

      Sophie always told me that it wouldn’t bring them back when I went there every day. She hadn’t liked my obsession with the graveyard at first. But over the years she had gotten used to it. She preferred my going there to the depression that clung to me when I didn’t.

      It was the end of my second summer in Aurora. The air was wonderfully warm as my skin was soaking up the last rays of the setting sun. I was sitting in a lawn chair in the back garden. The grass that had been more brown yesterday, was greener since it had rained during the night. My toes were combing through the grass as I let my bare feet slide over the ground.

      “You know what?” Sophie said. “I think I’ll start with the big exam straight away this semester.”

      “Mmhhh.” I voiced my indifference. I was half dozing in my lawn chair, my head lolling to one side.

      “Internal medicine is not that bad,” she continued, ignoring my mental absence. “It’s just a lot of stuff to work through.” She paused, thinking for a moment. “Maybe if I begin tonight I can do it by the end of September.”

      “The semester hasn’t even started yet …shut up.” I rolled to my left slightly and tried to return to the comfort of the dozing state.

      “School starts tomorrow, Claire.” She poked my shoulder with a finger. “At least for you.”

      I heard her climb out of her lawn chair and fold it against the wall. “As it’s the last evening of your temporary freedom, do you have any preferences for dinner?”

      I laughed at her and shook my head lazily. Sophie went inside.

      I stayed outside to relish the last few minutes of sun, the last few minutes of my temporary freedom, as Sophie had called it.

      I knew that with the upcoming school year my life was about to change drastically. The Senior year was a year of hard work and important decisions. I knew Sophie expected me to go to college afterwards, but I didn’t dare to think that far ahead. Step by step, my grandmother had always said. That was what I wanted to do—live through the upcoming unpleasantness step by step. First tomorrow, then the day after tomorrow, then the rest. My brain threatened to burst from what was lying ahead. On the other hand, there were always things I was looking forward to at the beginning of a school year. I would see my friends Amber and Lydia every day, and my best friend Gregory would be within reach again. He had been visiting some relatives in Europe over the summer.

      The sun had vanished behind the arched surface of the horizon. The shadows it left were beginning to grow cool and unfriendly. Reluctantly, I sat up and rolled to my feet. I got out of the lawn chair and followed Sophie inside through the back door.

      The house smelled of fried fish. I left the back door open and opened the kitchen window so the smell wouldn’t linger in the house.

      “Can I help?” I asked while pushing the window open, but Sophie was already placing the fish on the plates.

      “Finished,” she announced and shook her head at my question.

      I sat down at the kitchen table and eyed the meal Sophie placed in front of me. “Thanks.”

      “Tuck in.” She winked at me.

      I took a bite, chewed slowly and, finding it surprisingly edible, decided to swallow it down. Sophie ate thoughtfully. After a while she looked at me.

      “I want to go to the library tomorrow morning. I could drive you to school if you want,” she offered.

      “Yeah, thanks.” The school wasn’t far away. Only a few minutes by car or a ten to twelve minutes walk. I usually liked walking to school in the morning, but I was sure that getting used to getting up early after the summer would definitely make me feel unbelievably grateful tomorrow morning. I swallowed the last bite of fish, fighting against the tiredness that was creeping through my body already. My eyes wandered over the plain white wall until they lingered on the big clock above the wooden door frame. It was a few minutes to nine. Just knowing the actual time made me yawn widely.

      A big, dark gray furball with a speckled nose glided into the room on soft paws.

      “Mealtime already?” I asked the cat. Nigel had been a present from my mom and dad, one of the few things that reminded me of them. I pulled the cat food from the drawer, poured a handful of it into Nigel’s dish and placed it on the floor for him. He purred contently and crept around my legs once before he started eating. I watched him eat while I waited for Sophie to finish her meal, and then I started to clear away the dishes.

      After everything had been loaded neatly in the dishwasher, I wished Sophie a good night and headed upstairs. My room was on the far right end of the hall. I pushed the door open and switched on the light. The bulb glowed to life and brightened the inside of my room. It was relatively small compared to the one I had had in my parents’ house in Indianapolis, but I felt comfortable here. It had been my little hiding place throughout the past few years. Whatever happened outside in the wide, wide world, I had some space that nobody could touch without my agreement. I felt safe.

      The wooden shelves threw geometric shadows on the beige walls. They were untidy and filled with tons of books. A small desk and a chair stood opposite the window. More books were strewn on them along with CDs and clothes. The broad iron bed was situated on the left wall next to a closet. It didn’t match the rest of the furniture.

      I sat down on the bed and pulled the soft light blue blanket around me. The room needed tidying, I unwillingly admitted to myself. Clothes were strewn everywhere. Books I hadn’t finished lay on the bedside table, on the floor, on the window sill. I stood up and started by picking up the one that lay on the bedside table. It was a romance titled Dreaming of you. It was about a girl, Ellen, who always fell in love with the wrong boys until she met somebody and boom—love at first sight. I had borrowed it from Amber, and I strongly intended to give it back to her without finishing it. Ellen was pathetic in her whining about how bad the boys treated her. It was her own fault she was never treated with respect. She never told the guys that she didn’t like the way they treated her, she just moaned the patience out of her friends until none of them were left.

      More and more repulsed by the dumb main character, I stuffed Amber’s book into my bag with the other things I needed for school the next day. Then I swooshed through the room picking up the dirty clothes. I threw them into the washing machine on my way to the bathroom.

      A few minutes later I stepped out from under the hot shower, wrapped a thick, fluffy towel around my body and brushed my teeth, my eyes nearly falling shut without my permission. The warm water had made me drowsy. I dragged myself to my room and fell onto my bed. Rain started to dribble down the window. The sound made me even sleepier and I drifted away to the land of dreams in no time.

      

      The shrill sound of the alarm clock made me sit upright. My right hand killed the noise while my left arm pushed my body out of bed and to my feet. I browsed through the contents of the closet and soon headed downstairs, fully dressed. Sophie was waiting impatiently at the open front door, rhythmically tapping her left foot on the floor.

      “Coming,” I called on the way to the kitchen. I nearly fell into the fridge as I hastily pulled it open to grab a yogurt. While shutting the fridge, I turned for a spoon and found one in the sink. I quickly rinsed it and put it into my pocket, then hurried to put on my shoes. I grabbed the cat and placed him on the other side of the threshold. Then I closed the door behind me.

      “Have fun catching mice!” I called after Nigel as I sprinted to Sophie’s car behind her.

      I ate the yogurt on the way. Sophie eyed me disapprovingly.

      “If you make a mess in my car with your breakfast, you will clean it.”

      “We are late already. What would you have suggested? Start cooking oatmeal, wait until it cools to an adequate temperature for eating and then arrive an hour late? Or school without breakfast?” I snapped at her. Tired and hungry as I was, I couldn’t stand somebody griping at me.

      “Have a nice day.” Sophie said as she stopped in front of the school.

      I licked the rest of my breakfast off the spoon, wrapped it in a tissue and pocketed it.

      “Bye,” I called as I jumped out of the car and slung my bag over my shoulder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Angel

          

        

      

    

    
      I was sprinting from the parking lot to the school building. I was late already. The ground under my shoes was moist from the rain. It had rained the whole night and it was uncomfortably wet for the season.

      “Hey Claire, who is chasing you?” I heard Gregory Milton-Davis yell from somewhere behind me. I slowed and filed in behind the others that were hurrying inside the school building. Gregory caught up with me before I reached the door. He was only a few inches taller than me, but a lot broader. His shoulders had exploded into a broad muscular form over the summer and he looked good. I wasn’t the only one to notice the difference. Three girls were giggling, taking turns looking at him. I recognized two of them but I didn’t know the third one.

      “You!” I nudged him with my elbow. “Did you notice you’ve become so attractive over the summer?” I pointed at the giggling girls.

      “Careful, lady, or I’ll tell everyone, that you are desperate for an invitation to prom,” he laughed in a self-confident manner.

      “Thanks Greg,” I answered, black humor surfacing in my voice. “I guess then I’ll just tell everyone, that you need a dancing instructor. I know somebody who’ll be only too happy to offer the service.” I nodded at the giggling girls again. Not knowing what to answer, Gregory sped up a little. I had to hurry up to keep up with him.

      We made it to class just in time and sat down.

      “This sucks! It’s the first class on the first day after the summer, and we start with physics. Why does it have to be physics? Why not biology?” Amber threw a black curl over her shoulder and flashed one of her breathtaking smiles as she joined us.

      “I’m glad it’s not history,” I answered, turning around. “Hi Amber.”

      “Where were you on Saturday?”

      “Oh no, I forgot…What did I miss?” We had planned a picnic in the park.

      Amber flashed an enthusiastic smile before she started to vividly retell Saturday’s events in every detail.

      “Jenny brought Sam with her. I didn’t know they were a couple …must have happened during the summer.”

      Jenny was a drama queen. I was sure everybody in school knew by now that she and Sam were a couple, just as everybody would get all the details when they broke up. Amber and I agreed it was only a matter of time—a drama queen is always waiting for her great scene. “We thought, maybe watch movies next week. Are you in?”

      I nodded. I wouldn’t miss a movie night with my friends.

      The bell rang and Mrs. Peterson entered the room enthusiastically.

      “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. I know you have been enjoying your freedom for the past few months, but now you are back to reality.“ She reminded us of classroom rules and reminded us of the importance of Senior year before transitioning to physics. ”Open your books. Page forty-three”

      The room filled with animated conversation and the rustling of paper. It felt like no time had passed. We could have been sitting in this room all summer. If it hadn’t been for new gray strands in Mrs. Peterson’s hair-do and other slight changes like Gregory’s broader shoulders or Jenny’s sudden affection for Sam, I wouldn’t have noticed any difference.

      

      “Greg was watching you the whole period,” Amber commented once class was over.

      “Hey, you were supposed to concentrate on the principles of physics,” I joked.

      “That’s exactly what I did,” she threw back at me, “I learned a lot about magnetism.” She winked at me. “He’s still looking at you, like you’re his magnet and he’s being pulled towards you.” Her voice was melodramatic. She grinned and waved at Gregory.

      “You’re stupid.” I hated it when she tried to put meaning into people’s simplest actions. “Greg and I are great friends, as you might have noticed in the past two years.” I shot her a warning look. “Don’t go making a scene if he happens to look in my direction …he has eyes, he needs to look somewhere if he doesn’t want to close them,” I muttered to her while Greg was making his way our direction.

      “Hey guys!” Lydia joined us. “What are we discussing?”

      “Greg’s been looking at Claire oddly during class. I’m sure she bewitched him before they came in the classroom. They entered together, you must know.” Amber said dryly before I could open my mouth to speak.

      “Oh no, not again,” Lydia complained, “Claire, you can’t walk around bewitching people.” She laughed, and Amber joined in as Gregory was close enough to hear their words. I couldn’t suppress a grin.

      “What are you laughing at?” Gregory looked at the three of us, helpless.

      “We are discussing the improved effect you seem to have on the girls around you,” Amber shot at him before I could stop her. Gregory shifted uncomfortably. I gave an unenthusiastic laugh.

      “We’d better hurry up, girls!” Greg changed the topic, “It’s time for a little improvement of the effect we seem to have on our teachers.”

      “Oh no …history,” I groaned. I hated history. No matter what I did, I wasn’t able to memorize any numbers or names or dates. It was no good trying. And we had Ms. Weaver, she was a depressing person. Always moaning about what had gone wrong in history. She never pointed out anything positive about historical events. Everything was bad—bad, bad, bad. It was unnerving.

      The morning hours dragged by. I found my mind wandering, lingering nowhere specific. The day was like any day at school. Stretching endlessly, without particular meaning for my present life, except that today every teacher was talking about the significance of our last school year and of how we should do everything we could to succeed, starting today.

      

      Lunchtime was too short to get a proper update on everything that had happened during the summer.

      “I learned a lot there, honestly.” Amber declared. She had been to a summer camp for young actors somewhere in Chicago for three weeks. “I could improve my monologues, I’m rather good now. At least Mr. Landon said so.”

      “So you are going to try out for a role in the school play this year?” I asked. Amber was a talented actress. She had been too modest to audition for a part in the play last year. Maybe she would give it a try this year if we encouraged her enough. “You really should. I’d love to see you on stage.”

      “Let’s see what the play is this year.” Amber winked. “What have you been up to anyway? I haven’t seen you since the last movie night.” She shot me a questioning look.

      “Nothing special,” I defended my absence. “I helped Sophie around the house and stuff.”

      It hadn’t taken too much time cleaning the house and mowing the lawn, but I had needed to spend a little time on my own. It was always like this in the summers. They reminded me of my parents and the great times we had had. “Sophie’s giving one of her parties this Saturday. Semester is about to start and everybody’s back in town, so if you want, come.” I got to my feet and wanted to hurry off to the next class, but I turned back again. “You too Greg.” He gave me a wide smile and jumped to his feet.

      It was nice of Gregory to accompany me to the next class. He had a different class and the room he should have headed for was located at the other end of the building.

      “Thank you for the invitation.” Gregory said. I felt his gaze from the side and decided not to look at him.

      “You’re welcome. Bring some friends if you like.” We were nearly there. “I’ll find the way to the classroom on my own, Greg. See you tomorrow.”

      He waved at me—“See you!”—and jogged in the other direction.

      The classroom was nearly full. I spotted Lydia in the far corner and headed over to sit next to her.

      

      The sun was breaking through the clouds in orange rays. The ground that had been moist in the morning was dry now.

      I was walking down the street with Lydia. She lived a little farther down the same street I lived on. She was very quiet, it was unusual even for her shy nature.

      “The first day wasn’t too bad.” I tried to start a conversation.

      “Hm…” was the only thing I got from her.

      “What’s up, Lyd?” I asked, wondering what was going on in her head.

      “My mum has been bugging me lately. She wants me to start working right away after graduation.” Her head shook in disgust. “I don’t want to work in some restaurant or elsewhere, Claire! I want to study Mechanical Engineering.”

      “Then you should.” I encouraged her. “Just because she never made it to college…”

      “That’s not the problem.” she interrupted.

      “Then what is?”

      “It’s ludicrous…”

      “I won’t laugh, I promise.” What on earth could her mother say to make her question her dream.

      “She says—well, she says it’s not a job for a woman.”

      I couldn’t believe it. This was ludicrous!

      “Lyd, you can’t take that seriously. You want to study Mechanical Engineering—you do it. Don’t think about it at all. Your mom is old fashioned.”

      Lydia smiled at me. She was a brilliant girl, she should study whatever she liked. It would be a waste if she didn’t.

      We reached Lydia’s place and she turned and headed for the door.

      “See you, Claire,” she called over her shoulder.

      “Yeah, see you!”

      I walked down the street taking in my surroundings. Everything looked a lot like summer still. The trees were green and the grass was lush and the air was warm. My fingers played with the sleeve of my shirt. It was pretty old. Sophie had worn it for years before I had rescued it from the thrash. I didn’t know the color it had originally had. I guessed a dark bluish green, but it was so washed-out and faded it looked more like a greenish gray. When I stood in front of our house I decided I didn’t want to be home yet. Sophie would still be on campus. I started walking again, and I instantly knew where I would go.

      It took me only fifteen minutes to reach the wrought iron gate. It squeaked when I slowly pulled it open. My shoes made loud noises on the gravel path.

      The graveyard was not big, but big enough to walk more than a minute to reach the center. Big trees stood between the graves, shielding them from sight. Some of the trees must have been quite old considering their size. It was a peaceful place. Hardly anybody came here. Most graves were old.

      I slowly walked down the path until I saw the stone angel. It stood there motionless and silent as always. The harmony of the image was amazing. The faded stone angel grieving over the even more faded gravestone in the middle of a blur of green. The branches of an ancient willow hung to the ground beside it.

      I moved towards the angel cautiously, trying to not make a noise. I didn’t want to disturb the peaceful harmony of the angel’s grief.

      How can something so sad be so beautiful, I thought to myself.

      “How can something so beautiful be so sad,” I heard a soft voice from behind me. I jumped. Slowly I turned around. I hadn’t expected to meet anybody here. Nobody ever visited that grave.

      There he stood, leaning against the trunk of the willow. He was tall and broad-shouldered. His clothes were sporty: jeans and a dark gray sweater. Nothing special or peculiar. The hood of his sweater was pulled up, hiding his face in shadows. His arms were folded across his chest. He dropped them slowly.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you,” he said. He slowly walked towards me, looking at the ground as if he was afraid to meet my gaze.

      “It’s okay,” I answered automatically, “I just didn’t expect to meet anybody.” He was standing a few feet away now, looking at his sneakers. Silence filled the air around us and made me feel uncomfortable.

      I tried to avoid it stretching too long. “I didn’t hear you coming.” Not the very best way to start a conversation, I thought.

      “I have been standing here for a while.” Strands of dark hair moved under the fringe of his hood as he shifted his weight. “You only had eyes for the angel.” He looked up. I was slightly shocked. His face was strikingly beautiful. High cheekbones, straight nose and full, palish lips. “But I can understand. The beauty of his appearance is heartbreaking.” Of your appearance, I corrected in my head.

      He took a step closer and offered me his outstretched hand.

      “My name is Adam Gallager.”

      Too perplexed to say anything, I reached out and shook it once.

      “And you are?”

      “Claire…” I shook my head and felt my mind focus itself a little. “Claire Gabriel.”

      “It’s an honor to meet you, Claire Gabriel.” He indicated a bow.

      As he looked up again, he met my eyes. My heart missed a beat. His eyes were the most compelling thing I had ever seen. They were a light shade of green, similar to the first grass in spring, but a lot paler. I had to remind myself to close my mouth.

      “How come you are standing in the middle of the graveyard on a beautiful day like this?” he asked lightly.

      “Long story,” I answered, both hoping and fearing he would want to hear it.

      “I have time to listen,” he offered.

      I was tempted by the strange trust I felt towards him, but I knew better than to spread the whole story of my life in front of a stranger just like that.

      “What are you doing here, anyway?” The words came out a little too harsh. “I mean—You said, you had been there for a while before I came here. I didn’t see you.”

      A light breeze ruffled my hair. It was the heat of late summer in Illinois that drove tiny droplets of sweat onto my forehead. Or was it Adam, who was gazing at me as if he was still waiting for my story. It seemed like the world had stopped and started turning another way. I wiped my face with the back of my hand and looked away, awkward.

      “I was standing on the other side of the willow at my Gran’s grave when I heard your steps. Usually nobody comes here, so I just had a look around the tree and there you were.” He gave an apologetic shrug. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “It’s okay, I’m still alive.” I hated it.

      “Is it some relative of yours?” he pointed at the grave by the angel’s feet.

      “I have no idea whose grave that is,” I admitted, shaking my head. Adam walked over to the angel and bent down to read the inscription on the gravestone. The name was impossible to read.

      “1873,” he said. I gave him a questioning look.

      “The year of birth—1873.”

      That meant the angel had been standing there for more than a hundred years.

      “I can’t decipher any more than that,” he apologized.

      As he straightened up, the hood slid down the back of his head, exposing his hair. It was dark and messy like he hadn’t combed it. The strands were sticking out in every direction. His hand reached up to smooth it, but it didn’t help a lot. I liked the way it looked—like a shaggy animal.

      “Do you come here very often?” he asked.

      “Occasionally,” I lied. I didn’t think he would be excited by the fact that I had spent a quarter of my life in Aurora in this graveyard.

      “Do you?” I asked in return.

      “Occasionally,” he repeated my answer and smiled. His cheeks blushed a little. Was he embarrassed? I looked over my shoulder at the gravestone of his grandmother’s grave. His eyes followed my gaze.

      “She died a year ago,” he continued, “Life has been harder since then. She was a great person.”

      “I’m sorry.” A big lump stuck in my throat. I thought of my parents. Maybe this stranger would understand better than anybody why I needed to come here so often, why I missed my parents so much.

      The wind was getting stronger, like it wanted to blow me away from this place.

      “I think I should go home.”

      He looked up as I spoke, a questioning expression on his face.

      “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” he apologized.

      “No, you didn’t.” I shook my head. “My sister is waiting for me.”

      I started walking towards the gate. He took a few quick strides and fell into step beside me. I felt his gaze on me and eyed him from the side for a second, not knowing what to expect. Sophie would be home soon and she didn’t know where I was.

      Adam opened the gate for me. I hurried past him.

      “I’m glad I decided to come here today,” he said. “I wouldn’t have met you if I hadn’t.”

      I gave him a smile and quietly agreed.

      “Can I walk you somewhere?” he asked.

      I shook my head. I would have liked nothing better than getting a little more time with him, but I didn’t know anything about him and I was always careful about strangers.

      “Bye Adam.” I looked at him, trying to figure out if he was trustworthy, but I didn’t succeed. He had pulled up his hood, and his features lay in shadow once more.

      He took a step towards me, his arms slightly lifted, as if he wanted to hug me, but then stopped in his tracks, letting his hands drop back to his sides right away.

      “Goodbye, Claire.” He turned and walked away.

      I hurried off, hoping Sophie wasn’t home yet.

      

      It was nearly six o’clock when I unlocked the front door. Nigel was waiting on the porch mewing loudly. Sophie was sitting in the kitchen, leaning over a bowl of soup.

      “Where have you been?” She didn’t sound like the twenty-three year old girl she was. She sounded like an old woman.

      “Graveyard,” I mumbled. I knew she wouldn’t be pleased with me. She had told me a million times that I had to move on, to live my life, that I couldn’t mourn for our parents forever.

      I had moved on, I lived my life, but I still missed them. So I wouldn’t stop visiting the only place where I felt like they were near me.

      And since this afternoon the graveyard had another meaning for me too: Adam.

      Sophie got up and handed me a bowl of soup and a spoon.

      “What did you have for lunch?” she asked. I couldn’t ignore her suspicious tone.

      “I had lunch, if that’s what you want to know,” I snapped at her. She shot me a suspicious look.

      “I eat! Can’t you just let it be?” I dug my spoon into the food and ate in order to demonstrate the meaning of my sentence. There had been times when I hadn’t eaten. It had been the worst months in my life, the months after the accident. I had felt all the guilt on my shoulders and hadn’t been able to bear it. All I had wanted was to fade to nothing. I had become so thin that the doctors had wanted to force me to eat. They had wanted me to visit a therapist, but I had bristled. I had known exactly what I was doing and I hadn’t had the intention of letting anyone interfere. Sophie hadn’t known what to do with me anymore. She had started confronting me all the time-had I eaten, what had I eaten.

      There had been a time when I wanted to disappear into nothingness, but I had started eating again. In those first few months after my parents’ death I had blamed no one but myself for what had happened to them, to my sister and me. It was then that Sophie had decided to move to the town of Aurora. The break from my old life in combination with the new school and new people who hadn’t pitied me for my fate. I wouldn’t tell them at first why I’d moved—helped me see myself as a normal teenager. Then there had been a specific doctor in Aurora who was a friend of Mister Baker’s, the librarian at the public library. He had gotten me the job there and I had soon found out why he had thought this job would fit me. It had been the calming company of the books on the shelves and then Mister Baker himself, an old and wise man who spent afternoons talking to me at the library, telling me stories about his life and his daughter—whom he had lost in a car accident where he had been the driver.

      After a few more weeks I hadn’t wanted to die any more, and I had seen death knocking on my door. I relished life too much.

      I didn’t try to starve myself out of guilt anymore. Whatever I did didn’t change that they were dead. As long as I didn’t want to die too, I wouldn’t stop eating again. Sophie wouldn’t believe me. She grew suspicious whenever I skipped a meal, but I had become used to her observant glares—I simply didn’t care any longer.

      I ate up all of the soup and decided to have a ham sandwich. I was hungry from the day, and no former distaste for nourishment could keep me away from food now. I loved good food.

      I let one piece of ham fall on the floor for Nigel, who was waiting with eager yellow eyes, then, sandwich in one hand, backpack in the other I made my way up the stairs and to my room. There I sat down on my bed and went over today’s events in my head.

      I had met a boy. He had appeared next to the angel in the graveyard. Not the most romantic place, but somehow it had been perfect. He was beautiful, I had to admit. I hadn’t seen a boy like him in my entire life. I didn’t know anything about him yet, but I knew that I wanted to know everything. I had missed the chance of asking him where I could find him again. I had more or less run from him because we had been alone in a graveyard. I hoped he wouldn’t think I was crazy or anything, but it was possible that he did. Whatever he thought, or I thought, I wouldn’t see him again. I had no idea where to find Adam Gallager.

      I headed for the bathroom, brushed my teeth and got myself ready for the night. My nightie lay crumpled up under my pillow. I pulled it out and slid out of my clothes in front of the mirror. I was still slender—some people would say thin, but slender was the right word. I liked it. I didn’t want to put on too much weight, but I didn’t want to lose weight either. I wanted to stay the way I was.

      I slid my nightie over my head and climbed into bed. I needed some sleep, but I wasn’t able to relax enough to doze off. Adam’s face was dancing before my inner eye. Why hadn’t I asked him where I could meet him again? Would he have liked to see me again? Would I have made a fool of myself by asking? My thoughts circled around the mysterious guy from the graveyard. His smile, his green eyes. I was trapped within my own imagination.

      It went on for hours. All I could think about was that it was my fault I hadn’t asked him. I rolled to my back and gazed at the alarm clock. It said two in the morning. Unable to find some peace of mind otherwise I finally gave in and promised myself that I would go back to the graveyard if I couldn’t forget Adam. I gave myself two days and two nights, and if by Thursday he still filled my head I would go back to where I had met him first and try my luck. This decision calmed me. I was able to relax a little. It didn’t take much longer until I finally fell asleep.

      

      The alarm woke me urgently from my dreams. It was Thursday morning. I got up, headed for the bathroom, brushed my teeth and got dressed quickly. Then I ran down the stairs. I was late. Usually I never was late, but I had been on Monday and Tuesday, and I was again today. I didn’t want it to become a habit.

      Downstairs, I rushed to the kitchen and grabbed an apple and a chocolate bar. Sophie was just finishing her breakfast.

      “Good morning sunshine,” she greeted me.

      “Morning! Can we hurry up, please. I don’t want to be late again,” I answered, chewing a mouthful of apple.

      It took only a minute until the cat was out of the house. I locked the door and only a few moments later Sophie and I were sitting in the car on the way to Aurora High. Sophie dropped me off outside the main entrance of the school building like she usually did, and I hurried off.

      The morning stretched like every morning had this week, but this was fine with me, I needed the time to talk to Amber and Lydia. I had to finally tell them about the graveyard guy. Like I had promised myself, I had tried to forget him for the last two days and nights, but I hadn’t been very successful. Every time I had tried to not think about him, the thoughts had become more intense, and when I had forced myself to think about something else, it hadn’t taken too much time until I had found myself seeing his face again. I gave in to the part that needed to see Adam again. My heart instantly started racing as I thought of the trip to the graveyard which lay ahead this afternoon.

      Unable to sit still, I used the boring classes to fill Amber and Lydia in about everything.

      “Miss Gabriel, Miss Finn, I’m sorry to interrupt your little conversation, but if you don’t mind, I would like to go on with my lecture.” Ms. Weaver was standing in front of our desks, looking down on us with a disapproving expression.

      “Sorry, Miss Weaver!” Amber put on her innocent face. Nobody could not forgive her if she did that. I usually thought of it as unfair, but I was grateful now. I had been a bad student at history for the last few years, and I didn’t need Ms. Weaver’s disfavor.

      The rest of the story would have to wait until lunch break. Amber, Lydia and I went to the cafeteria, where we sat down at a small table. I didn’t want any further company today, considering the things I had to tell them. It was nothing special on the one hand, but on the other hand I would have been embarrassed if somebody else had listened. I didn’t want anybody to know about my habit of visiting the old graveyard; they would have thought I was a freak—I guessed some of them did anyway, but I didn’t want to strengthen this picture of me.

      Amber and Lydia knew I was going there occasionally, so they wouldn’t ask questions, at least not about that part of the story.

      “And you didn’t let him walk you home? Oh, Claire!” Amber complained. Lydia was listening without interrupting me. I knew her unanswered questions would be asked on our way home.

      “You meet Mister Perfect and let him go without asking him for at least a telephone number?” It sounded like an accusation.

      “I was being careful. Who knows—he could be a chain saw murderer.” I justified my overcautious stupidity from that day not only for Amber, but for me in the first place.

      “So, you will never see him again.” Amber made it sound like a finality. I both nodded and shrugged, displeased with myself, and ate my lunch.

      I had been right about Lydia. We were on the way from school when she started asking questions. She wanted to know what he had said and what he had looked like, and why I had been afraid. She agreed with me on the part about the chain saw murderer—you never knew.

      “You will see him again if it’s meant to be,” she encouraged me. “Maybe he’s already waiting in the graveyard. Though I have to admit that a date in the graveyard would be a bit eerie.”

      That day I had to leave our common route earlier. It was Thursday, the day I worked in the public library.

      “Bye, Lyd,” I waved at her, turning around the corner and heading for work.

      I walked down the narrow street towards the library. It was a sunny day, but the street was nearly empty. It was too early in the afternoon, most people were still at work or at school. It would be a quiet afternoon at the library.

      When I came in, the main part of the library was empty, except for the boy who worked there every Thursday until two o’clock in the afternoon.

      “Hey James,” I greeted him. He looked up from a pile of books he had been bending over.

      “Hey Claire, you are early today.” He didn’t seem displeased with my early arrival.

      “I know. Do you need some help with those books? I could put them back on the shelves,” I offered.

      “Thanks.” He carried the pile towards me and split it in two, handing me the smaller part. I looked at the library number of the first book on the pile and started putting it back in place. I welcomed the work. It was a good kind of thing that kept my hands busy while my head kept spinning and spinning with the same question: Why hadn’t I asked for details? Chicken that I was, I had preferred to keep my mouth shut and hope for a second coincidence. The odds of seeing Adam ever again weren’t too good right now. The chance was infinitesimally small, and I hated myself for it.

      James walked over to say goodbye at two o’clock. I was alone then, and nobody could watch me here, so I sat down behind the counter and rested my head in my hands. I needed a break, but my thoughts wouldn’t stop circling round and round the same topic over and over again. Finally, I went to the nearest shelf and took a book from it. It had an old, green cover, and the pages were slightly yellow on the edges. I didn’t look at the title before opening it, and started reading. It was some sort of old crime story, not very interesting, but it made the time seem to pass a little faster.

      The afternoon was quiet. Nobody came to borrow a book, the weather was too beautiful outside. I would have gone to the park myself with Amber or Lydia if I hadn’t had to work here in the dusty old rooms of the library. I kept reading all afternoon, until Mr. Baker came to close the library for the day. As he passed the counter he bent over it, examining my reading.

      “I see you are starting to appreciate the older literature I recommended you,” he acknowledged my reading the old book.

      I smiled at him and nodded convincingly. I had no idea what exactly I had been reading for the last few hours, but I was glad it hadn’t been in vain, at least Mr. Baker was pleased with me.

      “Off you go, girl, I’ll close the library on my own today,” Mr. Baker said. “You can take the book with you if you like.”

      My hands glided over the green leather cover, closing the book and sliding it into my bag.

      “Thanks, Mister Baker. See you next Thursday,” I rushed to the door.

      “Yes, yes, girl—next Thursday,” the cranky old man croaked, already bustling to the back of the library.

      I pulled the front door open and stepped out into the light of the setting sun. With a glance at the colorful landscape I started walking.

      I headed directly for the graveyard. Honestly, I nearly ran there. I wanted to see him again, the body, the eyes, the palish lips, everything I had seen made me wanting to see more. I put the kibosh on my thoughts, trying to not get carried away. It had to stop. If I didn’t meet Adam that day, I’d just have to put a stop to it all, just forget about the guy.

      The wrought iron gate was open when I came there. I walked in slowly and more carefully that day, not wanting to be as noisy as I had been the last time. The sky was strewn with dark clouds by the time I reached the center of the graveyard. I walked straight towards the willow.

      The angel stood there in front of the shadowy tree like he had for over a hundred years. The graveyard was silent except for the soft noises my shoes were making on the lose gravel. It was steadily growing darker, so I couldn’t see the willow too clearly. I continued until I stood under the willow. No human being to be seen, I noticed disappointedly. Not wanting to miss anything, I started walking around the willow to where he had leaned Monday afternoon. Maybe he was standing behind the huge ancient trunk, at his grandmother’s grave. I finished my tour around the tree. Adam wasn’t there. No one was, except the growing darkness and me.

      I headed back to the wrought iron gate. I had been a fool. When did we ever get second chances, I asked myself.

      I made it home just before Sophie. I saw the lights of her car turn into the driveway and disappear into the garage. When she entered the house I was already lying on my bed, stroking Nigel’s fluffy gray fur absentmindedly, and searching for a way to deal with my situation—knowing that it was my fault I was in it. It wasn’t easy trying to convince myself that I could forget Monday afternoon, but I had to. It took me hours to even want to.

      

      I was restless when I woke up again. The wind was making the trees outside sing in low creaky sounds. Night air was coming in through the still open window and was slowly cooling the room to a comfortable temperature. The alarm clock on the bedside table said it was 3:47 a.m.

      Nigel had curled up in a ball on the quilt at my feet. I nearly threw him off the bed when I forced my stiff bones upright and stumbled to the closet ungracefully. My nightie was lying on the ground where I had left it in the morning. I decided to leave it there and put on my sweat pants and a clean shirt instead. Freshly dressed, I closed the window, huddled under the quilt on my bed and fell into a restless sleep full of dreams about stone sculptures, wings and Adam’s green eyes.
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      The noise was unbelievably annoying. One day the alarm clock would have to bite the dust. My hand felt for it on the bedside table. It touched something cold—last night’s glass of water. It slid further along the wooden surface of the bedside table until it found the source of the sound. My hand tried to turn it off, but it slipped on the metal. The clock crashed to the floor. The alarm went silent, so I let it lie where it was, pulled the quilt over my head and nestled back to the cozy warmth of my bed.

      It was Saturday morning and I had forgotten to switch off the alarm last night. It had to be seven o’clock in the morning. Not the time to get up on weekends, I thought to myself and dozed off, back to my dreams about the guy from the graveyard.

      When I woke up again the sun was shining in through the half open curtains, painting luminous patterns onto the creamy walls in my room. I sat in bed for a minute before I let my feet drop to the floor searching for my slippers. My left foot hit the alarm clock that had previously fallen to the floor. I bent down to pick it up and put it back into place on the bedside table.

      I felt a kind of tender loving hatred for my alarm clock. My parents had given it to me for my first day at school years ago. It was a memory of my parents—that was what made me love it. It had woken me up every single day ever since—except for weekends and holidays. It did its job without the slightest bit of mercy—that was what made me hate it.

      I found my slippers under the bed and put them on, then I searched for my robe. It lay crumpled on the chair.

      Before I did anything else, I headed for the bathroom and had a shower. It took me half an hour until I stepped out of the shower, fresh and dripping wet. I dried my hair wondering how long it had been since I’d been to the beauty shop.

      I rushed back to my room where I jumped into an old pair of jeans and my favorite blue sweatshirt.

      When I entered the kitchen, Sophie was already sitting at the table with a cup of coffee in her left hand, and a book in her right hand. I headed straight over and read the title of her book.

      “Principals of Internal Medicine,” I quoted. “It’s Saturday morning, Sophie.”

      “Good morning,” she said, looking up. “There’s some coffee left if you want.” Her eyes wandered back to the page.

      I looked at the counter. The coffee pot was half empty. I fetched a mug from the cabinet and poured the rest of the coffee into it. I opened the fridge and took out the milk and filled the mug to the rim, put the milk back into the fridge and finally sat down at the table.

      “Thanks!” I took a sip. It needed sugar.

      “The fridge’s nearly empty. We have to go shopping for tonight,” Sophie announced.

      Damn! I had forgotten about the party.

      “I invited Amber, Lyd and Greg for tonight. Is that okay with you?”

      Sophie nodded absentmindedly, her eyes still on the book.

      “Maybe they’ll bring some friends.” I looked at Sophie, hoping for a proper reaction. She nodded once more.

      “Shall I write a shopping list?”

      Sophie shoved a sheet of paper and a pencil towards me, still not looking up. I started writing down some things we needed for the household.

      “We need chips and popcorn,” Sophie dictated. I wrote it down and added sweets, beer and soda to the list.

      Then I searched the kitchen for the newspaper and drank my coffee while reading. We sat in silence for a while, the only noise coming from the pages as we turned them.

      “Would you mind going shopping alone? I’ve got to finish this chapter by Monday and I’m not even half way through.” Sophie’s voice was stressed as always.

      I gulped down the rest of the already cold coffee, grabbed the keys and hurried for the car.

      The supermarket was only a few minutes away. I parked my car near the entrance and went inside. The supermarket was crowded, I steered my shopping cart around other people like in a slalom. It took ages until I had found everything. I was just kneeling on the floor in front of a shelf picking out some packages of potato chips when a pair of dirty brown sneakers stopped in front of me. They belonged to two long legs in faded blue jeans.

      “Can I help you up, Miss?” I instantly recognized the voice. Adam. I looked up and saw his face gazing down at me. He held out his hand.

      “Thanks.” I grabbed it and pulled myself up. I threw the chips into the shopping cart and started pushing it towards the check-out. He fell into step beside me.

      “How are you?” He asked.

      “Fine, thank you.” Stupid answer. I’m tired like hell. I have been thinking about you every night all week. I forced a smile.

      “I’ve been wondering—if you don’t have any plans for tonight, would you—”

      “I already have plans, I’m sorry,” I interrupted. “I’m just doing the final shopping. My sister’s having a party tonight, and I have invited some friends, so I have to be there.”

      He smiled, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. They showed a hint of disappointment—or maybe I imagined that.

      “You can come if you like, there are going to be lots of people, one more or less won’t matter.”

      This time his smile reached his eyes.

      “Maybe I’ll drop by later. Where is the party?”

      I gave him directions to our house while paying. He helped me put the purchases into the trunk of my car. I watched his hair move in the sunlight. It was very dark, but small reddish brown shimmers flitted with every movement.

      “Thanks for the help.”

      He looked up at me, smiling.

      “You are welcome, Claire. So my trip to the supermarket wasn’t in vain.” He opened the door for me, and I climbed into the seat.

      “See you!” My right hand waved at him while my left hand started pulling the door shut. “Maybe tonight.” I added before the door fell shut.

      The way home seemed even shorter than usual. I felt like somebody had poured tons of stimulant into my coffee this morning. There was a permanent urge to move so I bustled around the kitchen, putting everything where it belonged. Sophie was still sitting where she had when I had left for shopping.

      “Thanks Claire,” she put the book down. “I’m nearly finished—only a few paragraphs, then I’ll help you with the preparations.”

      “Never mind.” I hurried off to the living room. Every breakable thing had to be stored in a safe place for tonight. I knew Sophie’s friends. They were nice guys, but sometimes they had a few drinks too many and then it happened that something got broken. I collected the things that had to be locked away for the party, put them into a box and carried them upstairs, where I was going to stow them in the hall closet.

      When I opened the closet the party decorations from Sophie’s last birthday party in June fell from the shelves inside. I pulled the rest of them out and stuffed the box into the cabinets instead.

      I grabbed the colorful decorations and carried them downstairs.

      “Mind if I hang them somewhere on the walls?”

      Sophie was just squeezing the fat book away into her bag.

      “No, they’re great. I had forgotten we have them.” She grabbed the bag and carried it to her room. “Need help?” She called from upstairs. I nodded, grinning.

      “Sure!” I called back.

      A few minutes later we were busy pulling red and blue paper ribbons through the handles of the cabinets. We put some indefinite mass of purple fluff on the wall where nobody could miss it. Something that ugly had to be celebrated.

      “I met Adam today.” I said in a casual tone, trying to let it sound as if that was nothing extraordinary.

      “Do I know him?” Sophie asked through a bunch of blue paper ribbons she was pinning to the shelf beside the television.

      I shook my head. “I haven’t known him for long.”

      “Is he cute?” Her eyes flashed. “You know I don’t have a boyfriend at the moment.”

      I bit my lip.

      “What does he do?”

      “I don’t know exactly. I’m determined to get that out of him tonight.”

      “How long have you known him?”

      “Since Monday.”

      I looked at the purple fluffy thing, not wanting Sophie to see my expression. I knew I was being stupid. I didn’t know anything about him, except that he had turned up in the graveyard. Not the most logic place to meet the man of your dreams. I was getting carried away again.

      “Claire, you can’t invite strangers to our house. You don’t know if he’s a psycho or anything.” Sophie interrupted my thoughts.

      “And you cannot dictate any rule you like. You’re not Mom!” I screamed at her, though I knew she was right. He may be nice, or he may be the total opposite of nice, or a maniac. But who cared, I wanted to see him again—not by accident like the first two times. He somehow seemed to know where to find me. Or had it just been by accident, too.

      “What else should I have done? He asked for my plans for tonight—he wanted to ask me out.” I snapped at her. “Anyway, I’m not even sure he’ll come. He said maybe.” I concentrated on the next piece of purple fluff for a second. It wouldn’t stay put on the wall where I tried to fix it.

      “I can’t even uninvite him, I don’t have his telephone number.” When I said the word telephone, my cellphone rang. It was Amber. She asked if I would come over to Lydia’s to finish the homework for Monday. I was grateful for a reason to get out of the house.

      “Sure, I’ll be there in a minute.” I hung up and hurried upstairs to my room to get my school things.

      “I’m going to Lydia’s—homework. I’ll be back at seven.” I stormed out the front door, not bothering to put on a jacket.

      

      The sun was setting when I walked back from Lydia’s. It had been a sunny day with few clouds, but it wasn’t too warm anymore. It was obvious that it was getting fall. I wasn’t far away from our house when I saw Sophie standing on the porch. She was a beautiful woman: Tall with shoulder length reddish brown hair and gray-green eyes. Her body was slender, and she had long legs. Her face was finely featured. She had a certain grace in her movement that wasn’t obvious when you were too close, but from a bit farther away her movements seemed like those of a queen, hiding her royalty—something impossible. I wondered which guy she’d keep tonight. But maybe she wouldn’t be the center of attention when Amber was around.

      “Hey Sophie,” I called from where I was. She waved back. She was on the phone, talking animatedly. I walked past her into the house and up the stairs. It was a quarter to eight, I had less than an hour before the first guests would arrive. I decided to take a nap before getting ready for the party.

      I curled up on the bed, trying to relax a little. The tension left me for just a moment, then I thought of him and my heart started jumping in circles. What if he didn’t come tonight? I pushed the thought aside. What if he did come tonight? This thought stressed me even more. What if he was some kind of psycho?

      I stretched and opened my eyes. There was no way I would be able to relax now.

      A book lay on the bedside table. A pencil stuck between the pages where I’d finished reading a few days ago. I opened the book, put the pencil aside, and started reading.

      “They didn’t know why they loved each other, but the feelings they shared were so much stronger than anything the had felt before.”

      I closed the book and threw it at the corner of the room. I couldn’t remember why I had read this stuff, and—even worse—how I had made it to page one-hundred-and-seven.

      Finally, I got up from the bed and smoothed the blanket. I walked over to the closet and opened it. What are you going to wear tonight, I asked myself, but I couldn’t get a concrete answer out of me. I started pulling out a pile of shirts. Red, red, scarlet, pink, purple, lilac, yellow (Uggh, I had to throw away this one!), gray, light gray, dark gray …I wasn’t sure if I wanted attention tonight, so I decided on a purple short sleeved shirt. The rest of the shirts went back into the closet. I only had the pair of jeans I wore, the rest were in the laundry. I pulled a jean skirt out of the drawer, slipped out of the jeans I was wearing, and put it on. Purple tights and black boots, that was it.

      A few minutes later I was standing in the bathroom fighting with my hair. It wanted to stay knotted at the back of my head where I had tied it earlier. It was a fair bit of work talking it into letting go and straightening down my back. Then I put on a bit of mascara—my lashes were so blond you wouldn’t see them otherwise.

      Sophie stormed in without knocking on the door.

      “Sorry, I need to get ready …no time…” She bustled around the mirror. It was like science, Sophie’s process of applying make-up. She needed things over things I wouldn’t have been able to use if my life had depended on it—I wasn’t even able to name them. The dress she wore was crimson and tight, reaching down to her knees. It looked good on her. I smiled.

      She was just putting on lipstick when the bell rang. She threw her hair out of her face with a quick movement and headed downstairs. I followed more slowly. She had already opened the door when I reached the bottom of the stairs.

      Ian was standing in the door, smiling at Sophie in astonishment.

      “Hey Ian, I thought you had seen her naked already, so why does your mouth hang open because of that simple outfit,” I joked instead of greeting him.

      “Hey Claire,” he said, not taking his eyes off Sophie.

      Ian had been one of her boyfriends one or two years ago. I couldn’t remember exactly, there had been so many. I liked Ian, he was a good guy, always there for Sophie, and even for me when I needed something. He and Sophie were in the same year of college, but he took different courses than she did. He studied Media and Science and wanted to become a journalist some day.

      “What did you bring?” I asked, taking a box from his hands. It was filled with more party decorations. “Wonderful.” I commented sarcastically.

      Sophie put on the music, and I instantly had the party feeling, the feeling I always had when Sophie had her parties.

      We hadn’t found the time to say much more or sit down when the bell rang again. Some of Sophie’s friends had arrived, each of them bringing something to eat or to drink. Amber and Lydia were standing behind them, looking slightly helpless.

      “Hey girls, come in!”

      They followed the others through the door. Slowly the house was filling.

      “Wow, you look good,” Amber said, excited. I was sure I looked nothing but plain next to Sophie.

      “Who else is coming tonight?” Lydia asked.

      “Most of the people are friends of Sophie’s, and there are a lot more of them coming. They are mostly from college. Some of them are in the same courses she’s in,” I described the people, that were filling our little house.

      “Cool—college guys!” Amber didn’t try to hide her excitement. I was glad the music was too loud for the others to hear us.

      The bell rang again. I hurried to open the door, Amber and Lyd at my side. It was Gregory.

      “Good evening, ladies. Am I correct that a party is taking place at this estate tonight?” His face was forced into a serious expression—it made him look more adult and quite handsome.

      “Come in.” I grabbed his arm and pulled him over the threshold.

      “Thanks again for the invitation.” He smiled at me. I had to admit he really looked like a young gentleman in his black trousers and deep blue shirt. His blue eyes stood out when he wore that color, and with the way he had his hair done—it looked freshly cut.

      “Hey Greg!” Amber threw her arms around his neck for a greeting. He pulled free from her hug and held her at a distance by her shoulders, looking at her from head to foot and back up.

      “Yes, you look good. Very good! New outfit?”

      Amber seemed pleased with his reaction. “Thank you, Greg.”

      Lydia had joined in a conversation with Sophie and Ian in the far corner of the living room. Others had arrived and the house was nearly filled with people.

      I knew how the party would end. Some would leave early. Some would leave and wouldn’t find their way home drunk as they would be. Some would wake up in wrong beds, and one of them would wake up in Sophie’s bed. I was trying to figure out who it was going to be tonight.

      A new thing was that Amber, Lydia and Gregory were here. It was their first time to one of our parties. I wondered what was going to happen with the three of them. I was sure Gregory wouldn’t be the one to end up in Sophie’s bed—he was rather going to end up in Amber’s.

      I went to the kitchen to get a drink from the fridge.

      “Want one too?” I asked Greg who had followed me. He nodded. “Please.”

      I opened two bottles, while he waited in silence. It was much quieter in here than in the living room and nobody was dancing yet.

      “Who put the purple stuff on the wall?” he asked, pointing at the purple fluff. “It’s ugly.”

      “That was me,” I answered half proud, half guilty. “It’s so ugly it’s got to be celebrated. There has to be a reason to party, and if there isn’t, I’ll create one.” I winked at him.

      “We could celebrate that we finally have five days a week together again until graduation.” His tone was a little too serious for the meaning of his words. I gave him a half-smile.

      “Amber looks great today. She always looks great, but today it’s really—wow.” I pointed out in hope of pointing his attention elsewhere.

      “Yeah, she’s really something to look at.” His eyes were still serious, but his mouth pulled up at the corners.

      “Then let’s not keep her waiting any longer.” I led the way back into the living room where Amber was dancing. We joined her. I was not exactly talented at dancing, but I liked it all the same, so I didn’t care.

      “There is someone at the door for you, Claire,” Sophie shouted over Ian’s head.

      Oh, no! I had completely forgotten about him. I had been so busy talking to Amber and Greg, that I had forgotten to worry about Adam.

      Slowly, I crossed the room, trying not to collide with the dancing people around me. My heart was racing. I could see the half open door and nobody was standing there.

      It took me a minute to get to the door. He was standing outside, leaning on the porch. He wore the same jeans and sneakers he had worn in the morning, but he had changed into a black buttoned shirt. He held a jacket in his hands. My heart missed a beat. He was gorgeous, even in the dark. His green eyes were bright enough that I could make out the direction where they were looking—at me.

      “Hi,” I said, looking aghast, unable to get anything more out of my dry mouth.

      “Hi.” he smiled at my expression. “Should I leave? You don’t look too happy to see me,” he joked, but his voice gave away the slightest hint of insecurity.

      “No—no. It’s just—I didn’t expect to see you again—today.” I fixed a goal in my head: Developing the ability of talking in full sentences in Adam’s presence. He smiled at my chopped words.

      “Were you intending to invite me inside?” He took a step towards the door. I unfroze.

      “Sorry, sure, come in.” I stepped aside, making space for him to pass. He took another few steps towards the entrance until he stood opposite me in the doorway. He was so close I could smell his scent.

      We stood there for a second just looking at each other. I had no idea what to do. What did one say to such a gorgeous guy in such a moment? After a few moments Amber joined us, saving me from an even more embarrassing situation.

      “So you are the dubious stranger from the graveyard,” she stated. I shot her a warning look.

      “Amber—Adam. Adam—Amber,” I introduced them. Amber gave one of her gorgeous smiles.

      “Nice to meet you.” His eyes lingered on her face with a noticeable difference to the expression he had had before.

      “Amber’s a friend of mine. We are in the same class at school.”

      He nodded.

      “By the way, I still don’t have a clue about what you do. Why don’t you tell us a little bit about yourself?”

      He smiled again, in my direction this time. I felt a rush of blood shooting through my brain.

      “Yeah, I could do that.” He turned and walked further into the room.

      “Was that your sister who opened the door?”

      I was a little surprised by the question, but I nodded.

      “You look very much alike.”

      I had heard that before, but as hard as I tried, I couldn’t find any similarity between Sophie and me.

      “Do you want a drink?”

      “That would be very nice, thanks.” He followed me to the kitchen. Amber was right behind him. In moments like this one I wished I could project my thoughts into her mind to tell her she should leave us alone, so I would get a chance to talk to him in private. I opened a bottle hoping she would notice my wish.

      “We are still waiting for your answer.” I teased.

      “Alright. I’m twenty-one years old, I go to Med School. I’ve got a brother and a dog.” Oh yeah! The kind of information you need, I told myself. So, he was a bit older then me. Who cared.

      “How come Sophie doesn’t know you?” I asked, suspiciously.

      “We have seen each other several times at school, but we are not taking the same classes, so we haven’t had many opportunities to talk.” he explained. “Funny how I ended up here at her house.” He winked at me.

      Gregory appeared in the doorway to the living room.

      “Claire, we’re waiting for you,” he said with a glance at Adam.

      “Greg, that’s Adam.” I quickly introduced him.

      “Hello Adam,” Gregory said coolly, not looking at him, “Claire will you dance with me?”

      This took me by surprise. I smiled apologetically as Gregory pulled me to the living room.

      “Okay, okay—I’m coming—You needn’t to pull me like a cow.” I was starting to get a bit angry at Gregory.

      “Who’s that guy?” he asked when we were dancing. I didn’t like the tone he used.

      “Just somebody I know,” I answered, moving in rhythmical steps between the other dancers. “He goes to college with Sophie.”

      Amber rushed in between us, dancing.

      “He’s gorgeous. Why didn’t you say he was that hot?” She was a bit too enthusiastic for my taste.

      “I did tell you he’s something to look at,” I corrected her. Amber gave an intrigued smile.

      “And he studies medicine. He wants to be a doctor, that means he wants to do something good for people.”

      “Oh yes, a new Mr. Wonderful.”—Amber. I knew the next few weeks were going to be hard. If Amber’s interest in Adam was only a shadow of what I felt, she would try to get his attention as often as possible, and she would get it without having to make too much of an effort. It wouldn’t do any good trying to outshine Amber, she was a magnet for boys without even trying to be. So, what if she tried? No boy she would be fighting for would be able to ever leave her orbit again. So I wouldn’t fight. It wasn’t in my nature. If he was interested in me he would somehow let me know.

      I turned around to dance with Sophie and Lydia. They were with Ian and a boy I didn’t know. He looked younger than Ian, but had a similar face and figure, though he was a bit smaller and more bulky.

      “Hey little sister, where is your guest?” Sophie shouted over the music.

      “I don’t know,” I shouted back and looked around, but Adam was nowhere to be seen. “I left him in the kitchen with Amber, but she came back without him. I’ll go see if he’s still there.” I moved off, heading back for the kitchen.

      The room was packed with rhythmically moving bodies. I had to be careful not to get knocked over several times. The kitchen door was only a few steps ahead when I saw Adam leaning against the wall talking to one of Sophie’s friends. She wore tight jeans and a nearly transparent, black shirt. Her fingers played with a strand of her long bluish black hair. Her head was tilted to one side, exposing her throat and left shoulder seductively. I forced my eyes towards the kitchen door again and headed there, hoping he hadn’t noticed me watching the scene.

      A hand touched my shoulder.

      “Hey Miss, you left me there with the crazy brunette.”

      Adam.

      “Were you intending to ever come back after you headed off with the jealous guy?”

      I turned around to face him.

      “I don’t think Greg was jealous. Why should he be?” The way Adam snuck up on me was starting to annoy me. He always turned up out of nowhere, startling me over and over again. “And I don’t think you were missing me that much, anyway,” I added.

      He looked at me with his big green eyes, making me feel sorry instantly.

      “I mean, Amber is enjoyable company, and there were too many people around to get bored.”

      “So, you’re still in high school?” Adam asked, changing the topic without any further warning.

      I nodded.

      “How come? You are older than the others, right?”

      I nodded again.

      “I had to move to Aurora three years ago towards the end of the school year. I repeated one year here.” The minimalistic answer needed to be sufficient. I wouldn’t talk to him about my parents.

      “Why?” His eyes were trying to see behind my facade. Hardly anybody knew why I had moved to live with my sister. That was why all the rumors about me had appeared in the first place. I ignored his question.

      “So you want to become a doctor? How long have you been in college?” I forced his attention off my life and problems.

      “I’m in second year.”

      “And do you like it?” I kept my tone casual.

      “Yeah, it’s interesting and the right thing to do, trying to help people.” His voice was serious. “You know, many people start to study Medicine because they think being a doctor is a well respected job? But honestly, they are after the money, or the reputation, or both. Most of them don’t give a damn about the people who need their help.”

      I hadn’t expected such an answer. Adam’s eyes wandered to a point somewhere behind me, his expression getting cold.

      “I’m sorry, but I have to leave.,’ he said in a controlled voice.

      “Why?” My question sounded almost childish. I didn’t want him to leave, I wanted to go on talking to him.

      “Did you have a look at the time in the last few hours? It’s two in the morning.” He grinned at my unwilling expression and turned to go, but stopped to look back over his shoulder. “When can I see you again?”

      Okay, I would let him leave with an answer to this question.

      “I work at the public library on Thursdays. Maybe you’ll feel the urge to read proper literature in the next few days.”

      I was proud of myself. I hadn’t asked him to stay a little longer, I hadn’t shown my disappointment about him leaving, having spent so little of this evening with me. I had found words that left the decision of seeing me again with him, not with me.

      “Good night Claire,” he spoke the words, already moving again.

      “Bye!” I called after him.

      Greg appeared at my side. His face was glum.

      “You left me on the dance floor,” he complained. I looked at him apologetically. Greg’s voice sounded more disappointed than I wanted to hear. He let his head sink to his chest. His wavy blond hair fell into his face. I reached out automatically to push it back. His face shot up again, his eyes immediately focusing on me.

      I pulled back my hand. Greg and I had been friends since the first year I had been in Aurora. He was one of the few people who knew about my parents’ deaths, about how I had ended up living with my sister, and about how I had been blaming myself for the accident for the last three years. In other words, he knew a lot more about me than most of the people that were currently standing or dancing in this room. He knew me.

      Somehow this familiarity seemed to have changed for him over the summer. He had changed a lot. It wasn’t only his body, but also the way he acted when he was with me. He seemed much more careful and distant. He complained when my attention was with another guy, even if I didn’t show any interest in that person. It seemed like he felt he had dibs on me, because we had been friends for such a long time.

      “Let’s just go back and dance then,” I suggested and smiled. He couldn’t help but return the smile. He took my hand and we headed back for the dance floor—or better, the living room, where body moved next to body in time with the music.

      Sophie and Ian were already dancing very close. The moment I saw them moving together, I was sure I would meet Ian at the kitchen table at breakfast the next morning. I smiled to myself.

      She noticed me over Ian’s shoulder and gestured for me to come closer.

      “Where did you leave the graveyard guy,” she asked.

      “He had to leave for some reason—tired or something.” I explained.

      Ian turned his head and flashed me a smile before he pulled Sophie back into a tight embrace. I winked at her and made my way through the living room in the hope to find either Lydia or Amber—or both.

      Lydia was still talking to a boy in the corner of the room. She saw me and called my name.

      “Where is he?” she asked in a meaningful tone.

      I sighed and told her about Adam’s leaving.

      “But you are going to see him again?” Her eyes flared with interest.

      “I told him that he could find me at the library on Thursdays.” I noticed the boy she had been talking to was the one who looked so much like Ian. He smiled at me as he noticed my stare.

      “Who’s he?” I asked Lydia. “He looks like a younger smaller version of Ian.”

      “He is,” Lydia answered. “He’s Ian’s little brother, Richard.”

      “I didn’t know he had a brother,” I replied.

      “Me neither. But I’m glad Ian brought him here tonight.” She winked at me.

      I knew she would prefer to talk to him alone as I recognised the enthusiasm in her eyes.

      “Where is Amber?” I hadn’t seen her for a while and looking for her would be my perfect excuse to give them some privacy.

      “She’s back there in the corner.” Lydia pointed at the corner beside the stairs. “She’s talking to some college guys. The topic they had when I left the conversation was acting and career options for young actors. Whatever…”

      I turned my head into the direction she had pointed. I could see Amber sitting in the middle of a bunch of guys and couldn’t fight a smile. It was so Amber, being the center of boys’ attention.

      “See you.” I left Lydia and Ian’s little brother alone and made my way towards the dance floor. The room wasn’t as crowded as it had been. Some of the people must have already left.

      The music wasn’t exactly my favorite and I soon felt my feet getting a bit heavy and my motivation to dance faded with every minute I kept on moving.

      As I was dancing on my own in the thinning crowd I thought of Adam. How I wished he would hold me in his arms like Ian did with Sophie.

      Feet hurting and feeling lonely—everybody had somebody, Sophie, Lydia, Amber, even Greg was talking to a girl with a curly ponytail—I retreated to the kitchen and poured myself a coffee.

      I saw some of the people moving in the direction of the front door. I saw Sophie—Ian holding one arm tightly wrapped around her waist—standing in the door to the living room, hugging and kissing them goodbye. It seemed like the party was coming to an end, and I was grateful that I would soon be able to go to my room, to be alone.

      “I’ll get Amber and then I’m off,” Lydia announced. She had appeared in the doorway with Richard beside her.

      “Okay.” I got to my feet. “I’ll walk you to the door.”

      I accompanied them and we found Amber standing in the living room with only two of the college boys left.

      “Hey, we’re leaving.” Lydia told her.

      “Wait—I’m coming, too.” She said a few words I didn’t understand over the music to the guys and hugged both of them. Then she turned towards us and we walked towards the front door together.

      “See you Monday at school.” I waved as they walked through the front door.

      Only a few people were left in the house when I turned back, one of them Gregory.

      “I’m off, too,” he told me while he shook Sophie’s hand, and then he pulled me into a hug and kissed me on the cheek.

      “Sleep tight,” he whispered into my ear before he let go. Then he headed after the others.

      It took some time until only Sophie, Ian and me were left. Sophie closed the door.

      “I’m tired, little sister,” Sophie giggled. She must have had a few drinks too many.

      Ian shrugged apologetically and they headed upstairs, his arm still around her waist.

      “Night,” I called after them and both of them lifted one hand to wave.

      Smiling to myself, I took a look around. The living room was a mess, bottles and glasses everywhere. The floor was covered with crumbs from the chips I had bought.

      The kitchen didn’t look any better. I turned on my heel, deciding to postpone cleaning until tomorrow morning. I was too tired, and I wasn’t intending to do that on my own. Sophie would have to do her part as well.

      Upstairs I had a shower and got ready for bed as fast as possible. I went to my room and climbed into bed. I slid under the quilt, curling up until I felt comfortable. My eye-lids drooped and I let them fall shut. A lot had happened that day, but only a few minutes were of real interest to me—the time I had spent with Adam. Thursday, I thought and with his face before my inner eye I soon fell asleep.
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      Time was running out. I hadn’t studied for the first history test and I saw the disaster coming at me as the days until the exam grew fewer and fewer. All I had to do was study.

      Three weeks had passed since Adam hadn’t appeared on the Thursday after the party. But honestly, at the moment the exam was crucial to my success in convincing Ms. Weaver that I wasn’t a complete waste of space in her history classroom. Plus I needed a good grade for my psychological well-being. After a week of whining I had seen very clearly that my infatuation with Adam was not the most important thing in my life. At least until the exam was over it helped keep my mind busy, so I wouldn’t think of him constantly. It was hard, but my psychological wellbeing seemed to be all I had left. Unless Adam had told me he never wanted to see me again, I postponed going crazy over him until after the exam. It cost a lot of self-control, though, forcing my attention on uninteresting things such as the Civil War.

      Fortunately I had a great coach at my side—Gregory.

      I was standing at his front door, lifting my hand to ring the bell when he opened the door.

      “Hi Claire.” He pulled me in over the threshold as soon as I hugged him. We walked to his room quickly. His parents weren’t at home this time of the day.

      Gregory’s room was large with high white walls. The broad bed stood to the middle of the left wall, it didn’t seem to take away too much space in this enormous room. The wooden floor was polished. All the walls were lit by the sun that came in through the huge windows opposite the door.

      “You can sit down, there’s no need to stand there in the doorway,” Greg winked at me.

      I dropped my bag on the floor next to the dark red leather sofa and sat down. It was comfortable—a little too comfortable, thinking of the work that lay ahead of us. History had to be implanted into my brain and Gregory had the honor of doing the coaching part. He had offered his help only too happily, not expecting the task to be that hard—impossible, as I dared say.

      “Can I get you anything?” Gregory stood behind me, looking down on my face as I looked up. I nodded.

      “Do you have some tea?” It was cool although it was a sunny day, and I had been freezing all day at school. Greg rushed out of the room.

      I looked around. The furniture was very sparce: Light brown wood and clear, straight shapes. Everything fit together, like it had been made solely for this room. The whole house was stunning. I remembered the first time I had seen his place. I had known Greg’s parents had money, but I hadn’t had expected this. I still hadn’t gotten entirely used to it.—It was absolutely ostentatious.

      Greg entered the room, holding a big black cup carefully in his hands. He carried it over to where I sat and put it down on the small table in front of me. It was some herbal infusion, the smell was wonderful.

      “Thanks.” I picked up the cup and lifted it to my mouth. The tea was too hot to drink so I cautiously took a small sip.

      “Shall we start then?” Greg sat down next to me, spreading his books on the table. I reached out for my bag with my free hand and started searching inside for my history book.

      The cup tilted in my hand and fell onto my knees, spilling most of its contents over my legs. I jumped up gasping. The tea was burning hot.

      “Get out of you jeans,” Gregory instructed. Then he hurried out of the room. I opened the buttons and slid the jeans down. The pain lost intensity at once. My thighs were red where the hot water had burned them.

      Gregory came back, some ice in one hand, a towel dangling from his other hand.

      “Put this onto your thighs.” He handed me the ice and then knelt down on the floor, drying the leather sofa and the wood.

      The cold felt good on my hurt skin.

      Greg grabbed my jeans and sat on the floor right in front of me, looking at my thighs.

      “Does it hurt very bad?” His free hand reached out to touch the worst part of the damage. I shook my head, trying to ignore the stinging in my legs. Gregory looked up at my face and I remembered that I was standing there half naked. I felt a horrified expression growing on my face. Gregory slowly removed his hand from my thigh, a slightly embarrassed expression in his eyes.

      “Sorry.” he stood up and pointed at my jeans. “I’ll just put these in the dryer.” As he walked out of the room his expression had changed to dazed.

      The moment he vanished through the door I looked down at my body. I wore black panties and purple socks, nothing bad about that. The panties were maybe the nicest pair of underwear I owned, silky with laces at the sides. I knew that even I looked kind of attractive in these. I smiled to myself, and sat down on the sofa. Greg must have realized where he had put his hand and felt embarrassed.

      He reappeared in the doorway, a boyish smile across his face.

      “It’ll take some time…want some of my jeans?”

      I nodded, looking at my knees. They didn’t hurt bad, it looked worse than it felt. Gregory headed for his closet and pulled out a pair of jeans. He held them out for me, trying not to look at my thighs again. I took them and slid them over my legs and hips. They were far too wide for me, but comfortable. I grabbed my history book, sat down on the sofa again, making myself ready for the study session.

      “Shall we start then?” I smiled at Greg. He still looked a bit too far away. “Greg?” He turned his head. “I’d like to start studying now.”

      “I’m so sorry, Claire,” he shook his head apologetically. “I should have waited till the water was a little cooler.”

      “No problem, it’s not your fault I’m clumsy. And now lets start. I really need to get that history stuff into my head before Monday.”

      Greg sat down next to me and started reading out loud.

      It took the whole afternoon and evening to get through a part of the subject. The Civil War wasn’t a topic I could keep in my head easily, and the fact that Greg liked to joke while studying didn’t help either.

      

      It was dark outside when I opened the door to my room. Studying the whole day had been too much for me, I needed some rest. And Greg’s habit of staring at my legs after the strange situation in his room didn’t make me feel any more comfortable with the history of the Civil War.

      Sophie wasn’t home yet. Her books were strewn on the kitchen table suggesting that she had been studying, too. Sometimes I wondered when it had happened that Sophie had changed from the wholly irresponsible one she had been into the thoughtful and responsible one she was now. Sometime in between our parents’ deaths and the present her seriousness had appeared and stayed.

      I fetched some bread and opened the fridge to get some ham and cheese for a proper dinner. The fridge was nearly empty. I made a mental note to go shopping the next day after school. I sat down on the gray couch in the living room and switched on the TV. I listened to the news while flipping through a magazine and took a bite of the sandwich. There wasn’t a lot going on; politicians that argued and celebrity scandals, nothing special. I swallowed the last bite of bread and headed upstairs to get ready for bed. It was early for sleeping, but studying with Greg the whole day had made me more tired than I would have imagined.

      As soon as I lay in bed, I opened the book with the green leather cover, the one I had started reading at the library a few weeks ago. Mr. Baker had lend it to me. He wanted me to read the whole set of old crimes and classics. I had taken his advice after I had started this book out of nervousness and boredom, and had taken it home for reading. I parted the yellowing pages without knowing how I had made it to the final chapter, which I intended to finish before sleeping.

      My mind was on the Civil War again when I turned the last page, closed the book and laid it on the bedside table. Then my hand wandered over to switch off the light. I rolled onto my back and closed my eyes. It had been a good day, some funny stuff had happened, but good. I had studied, and it felt like I might remember some of it tomorrow. Greg had helped a lot. Greg…I wasn’t sure what to make of his behavior, it was getting more and more strange. The once so natural friendship had become a bit strained.

      Too tired to think I fell asleep and didn’t wake until the alarm clock rang. It was too early to feel as rested as I needed to be for the upcoming day. I crawled out of bed, washed and dressed, only to make it in time for breakfast before Sophie started her usual morning hurry.

      The day started with another history class. This time Ms. Weaver went through the most important topics for the exam. I felt pride rising in my chest when I recognized some names and dates and could associate them with certain events. Greg had done a good job. Lydia looked at me in surprise as I raised my hand in order to answer one of Ms. Weaver’s questions and actually had the correct answer. I turned to look at Greg. He gazed at me proudly.

      The morning flew by. It was lunchtime before I realized the time had passed so quickly. Lunch was easy talking with Amber and Lydia. Lydia had a favorite topic of interest during the last few weeks—Ian’s brother Richard. She had been going on and on talking about Richard. I knew she wouldn’t shut up until she would be able to see him again and talk with him. I could understand her—It was the same for me about Adam. He had disappeared and was nowhere to be seen again. I wondered if he had left the town or moved somewhere. Most likely he had just forgotten that I existed and that he had wanted to visit me at the library three weeks ago. I pushed all that aside and shifted my focus back to the lasagna that was sitting on the table waiting for me to eat it.

      The last few classes passed by as fast as the morning had. It was Thursday afternoon and time to head for the library. I collected my things, put them into my bag and hurried off to work. The way there seemed to stretch endlessly today. The grayish light that came through the clouds didn’t make the way any better, it made me feel down and my body heavy. All the energy I had felt during the school day had vanished from my limbs. I dragged myself up the stairs to the library entrance. As I stepped in, the room was empty. Nobody was to be seen, not even James who usually stood behind the counter or shuffled around the shelves.

      I walked towards the counter slowly. When I was only a few feet away, Mr. Baker’s head appeared from under the counter’s rim.

      “Claire, girl, about time you turned up. I really need a hand here,” he greeted me. “I’m getting clumsy in my old age. I dropped the pile on the floor…”

      I took another step forward and peered over the counter. The whole floor was covered with books and papers, like somebody had strewn them there. I hurried to help Mr. Baker pick up papers and books and sort them. Mr. Baker sat down on a chair, resting his back. It took some time to uncover the floor, and I was still kneeling on the floor behind the counter, picking up the last few books when Mr. Baker turned towards the counter and spoke.

      “Can I help you Sir?”

      Footsteps were moving towards us.

      “Does a Claire Gabriel work here?” The voice struck me like lightning and burned in my head. It was his voice—Adam’s.

      Mr. Baker looked down at me and I nodded.

      “I think you’ve got a visitor, Claire.” he said, looking at the man on the other side of the counter. I tried to get a grip on myself, ran a shaky hand through my messy hair and straightened my shirt with my right hand. Then I slowly made my way upwards until I saw him standing there. His green eyes locked on mine instantly. I was fixed in his gaze with no chance of ever getting coherent again. My thoughts ran wild as his mouth curled into the sweetest smile. I pulled my lips upwards in a similar way, but I was positive it would never look as stunning as it did on his face. I leaned against the counter, I wasn’t sure if I could trust my balance in that moment. Ages passed by before I opened my mouth.

      “Hello.” It sounded dull and out of place for the perfectness of the moment. Adam’s eyes tore away from mine looking down and up again.

      “How are you?” It was a question I didn’t know how to answer. If I was honest, I would say that everything had become right for me the moment he had stepped through the door a few minutes ago.

      “Fine, thanks. And you?” I held my breath.

      “I’m alright.” His eyes wandered to the floor again. “When do you close here?”

      “At six.”

      “Will you go for a walk with me then?” His gaze was irresistible. I nodded briefly. It dawned on me that this afternoon would stretch endlessly because it seemed like ages just thinking of the few hours I had to wait.

      “I’ll pick you up at six.” He looked down at the floor again, then up at me, smiling broadly.

      “Let’s go, Antonio,” he said, turning on his heels and walking away. As he moved a few feet away I saw a chocolate brown dog trotting beside him. At the door Adam turned and smiled at me, then headed outside where he vanished from sight, the brown dog vanishing with him.

      “Nice boy.” Mr Baker noted. I nodded, realizing I had been staring at the door several minutes after Adam had left. I instantly bent down to the floor and restarted collecting the papers from the ground. He had come here. After three weeks, he had come here. I couldn’t believe it. My heart raced at a rapid pace. Somehow I had to get through the afternoon without going crazy. It was nearly four and only two hours to go, but the minutes stretched like hours in the view of a walk with Adam.

      Mr. Baker left me alone for the afternoon. I paced the room for half an hour pondering on my general appearance and the clothes I was wearing. Nothing that fit for such an occasion, neither my appearance nor my clothes. I shook my head. Jeans and a sweater that had once been black but seemed a lot like gray now. Why did I always have to wear the most shabby clothes when he suddenly appeared? Damn! I could have looked a lot better wearing something else.

      Some people came to borrow a book or bring one back. I took back the books mechanically and carried them to their places on the shelves. When I looked at the clock it was still before five. How could time pass so slowly that whatever you did just made it seem to slow down even more? I sat down behind the counter, rested my head in my hands and closed my eyes. Maybe five minutes had passed when I heard Gregory’s voice.

      “Hey dear, mind looking up for an old friend.”

      I looked up and he smiled at me. I must have looked a complete mess, my thoughts were incoherent and my focus was slightly shifted.

      “Hey Greg,” I greeted him, “how can I help you?” Greg looked at me sheepishly and held out a history book.

      “Mind some test preparations?” Oh my gosh, that was the last thing I needed at the moment, I couldn’t think straight so how could I possibly get history dates into my head right now?

      “That’s really nice of you Greg, but I don’t think I can study right now. Maybe tomorrow?” I suggested.

      “So, do you mind if I stay here for a little while …help you to pass time,” he offered. That could help, definitely.

      “I’d like that very much, thanks. The afternoon has been too long already.”

      “Fine, something to drink? Only cold drinks for you, of course.” Greg winked at me. I smiled back trying to ignore the memory of me standing in his room in my hottest panties. Gregory was such a nice guy in so many ways. Someone I never wanted to miss again, such a good friend.

      “No thanks, no drinks in here.”

      Greg joked along about school. I tried to laugh at the right moments and peered at my watch again and again until it was about time to have a look in the mirror before Adam reappeared. Just in time for me to get rid of Gregory so I could hurry to the bathroom, Mr. Baker came back to close the library.

      “Five to six Claire, we have to close soon.” He looked at Gregory. “I think your friend here has to leave now, so you can get the library ready for closing, as I think you might want to leave on time today.” He winked at me at the last sentence.

      Greg stood up and waved goodbye before he wished Mr. Baker a nice evening and left. I hurried to the bathroom where I took a good look in the mirror. I looked like I felt—a complete mess. I ran my fingers through my hair and washed my face with cool water until I didn’t feel like a heater anymore. Then I returned to help Mr. Baker close.

      As I entered the room Adam was already standing there. The brown dog at his side turned to me before Adam noticed my presence.

      “There she is,” Mr. Baker beckoned in my direction. “I don’t need you for closing up here, Claire. Hurry along, dear.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Baker.” I headed over to get my bag and then turned to Adam. “Shall we go then?”

      He smiled and nodded. The brown dog scurried across the room to greet me. I knelt down on the floor and petted the animal’s head. The fur was short and chocolate brown, and it was fluffier than it looked. His eyes, a similar shade of brown as the fur and nose, watched my every movement with enthusiastic interest.

      “Antonio, come here,” Adam called the dog back. Antonio didn’t show any intention of returning to his owner.

      “Antonio, that’s your name?” I asked the dog and felt stupid for talking to an animal. “Shall we go back to Adam, Antonio?” I got back to my feet and started walking towards Adam, Antonio at my heels. The three of us left the library together.

      “I think he likes you.” He pointed at Antonio and smiled. His smile was so perfect in the half light half darkness that played on his face. I turned my face so he wouldn’t see my thoughts mirrored in my expression.

      “Well, I’m a nice person, so why shouldn’t he,” I answered quickly. “So where do you want to go?” I had been waiting for weeks to see him again and now he was walking there right beside me. It was like a miracle that he had turned up again.

      “How about dinner?” he asked. I held my breath for a second, then inhaled deeply.

      “Why not,” was all I could get myself to say. Why not, how stupid could one’s answer be.

      “Where would you like to go?” I didn’t expect that question either.

      “Somewhere they take me with the clothes I wear,” I joked, “or if you plan something special, I have to stop by my house and change quickly.”

      Adam nodded. “Yes, lets do that. Let’s get you changed, and then I’ll take you some place of my choice, agreed?”

      “Okay.” I wondered where this might possibly be—place of his choice. Where did he usually go?

      We walked in silence for a few minutes. I listened to the sound of the evening around us. There was a light breeze blowing through the trees making the red and yellow leaves shiver with a sound that was similar to the turning pages in a dusty old book. There were the bustling movements of Antonio’s paws in the strip of grass that spread along the street. There were Adam’s slow footfalls next to me and his breath that sounded like he was holding back words he wanted to spill as soon as possible. Someone closed a window in a house close by, and a car hummed around a corner somewhere in the distance. Except for these few sounds it was quiet. Well, not completely quiet. My heart was thudding in my chest as if it was desperate for a way out.

      “Antonio, don’t run too far away,” Adam called. “He’s so fast,” he turned to talk to me, “I have to take care he doesn’t run into a car one day.”

      I instantly felt the heat growing in my face and my mouth going dry.

      “Are you alright?” He looked at me with concern.

      Run into a car, that made it. I had thought that I was over it, that not every car accident, or even the perspective of one, could make my heart ache and my eyes burn. Even if it was a dog—my imagination brought the memory to my mind as if it was happening again right now.

      Something shook my shoulders, and I realized I had stopped walking.

      “Claire?”

      I blinked several times to make the pictures leave my head, then looked at Adam. “Everything’s fine.” I forced a smile. “Let’s hurry, I’m starving already.”

      He looked at me with doubt for a moment, then shook his head. “Okay.”

      I was thankful that Adam didn’t press for information. It was hard enough to keep the facade without having to speak, and I didn’t want to spoil the evening by sobbing about my parents’ deaths and my tragic youth. People had survived worse.

      It took us only a few more minutes to reach my place.

      “You can come in if you like, I’ll be quick,” I offered.

      “I think I should stay outside with Antonio, or he’ll start scratching your front door.” Adam looked at the dog.

      “I’ll be as quick as I can,” I promised before dashing up the stairs and to my room. I decided on black pants and a purple turtleneck top, changed, brushed my hair. The turtleneck fit snugly, so my body looked more like that of a women than that of an overgrown child, like it had in the shabby gray rag I had worn before.

      When I reached the front door again, Adam was sitting on the stairs, stroking Antonio’s back as he trembled. The chocolate colored animal lay curled up at his feet, shivering. As he heard me move behind him, he jumped to his feet, and Adam turned around to look at me. He inhaled audibly and stood up slowly.

      “What happened to him?” I asked, concerned.

      “He met your cat.” Adam pointed at a furry ball which was hissing and spitting in one corner of the porch.

      “Nigel,” I called the cat, and then took a few quick strides towards him. He let me pick him up and carry him to the house. “I’ll feed him quickly—I’ll be back in a second.” I carried the cat into the kitchen and gave him some food. He purred innocently as he ate.

      “What have you done?” I asked him, half expecting an answer, then hurried back to Adam and Antonio.

      The dog was shying away from the movement of the door, like he was afraid I was bringing Nigel back.

      “It’s okay, the cat’s inside.” I examined the dog more closely. He had a small cut across his nose. “Was that—”

      “Yeah, the cat.” Adam answered my unfinished question.

      I couldn’t believe it. Nigel was a peaceful animal—usually. I had never seen him aggressive with a dog once.

      “What happened?”

      “I think Nigel didn’t like how Antonio and I were sitting in his way. Antonio barked at him once and Nigel hit him with his paw—Ninja-cat.” He laughed and mimed a Ninja warrior’s movements.

      I had to unwillingly grin.

      “Is he hurt very bad?”

      “No, he’ll be fine. It’s just that small cut. It’s not even bleeding anymore.” Antonio was hiding behind Adam’s legs now, peering out from behind his knees.

      “Come here, Antonio,” I called him and he trotted to my side like a good dog. I examined the cut and Antonio licked my hand. I was glad the incident with Nigel hadn’t destroyed his liking for me.

      Adam watched us for a minute and then walked over to me, offering me his hand.

      “My Lady.” He made a small bow, and I had to suppress a childish grin.

      We started walking towards the city.

      “Where are we going?” I asked curiously.

      “Surprise.” He smiled his irresistibly appealing smile. I watched him from the side, wondering why he had decided to invite me of all the girls out there.

      A voice in my head reminded me that one dinner didn’t mean anything. It could be out of a guilty conscience because he hadn’t turned up at the library earlier. Or maybe he was just hungry, or…

      I ignored the voice. I was just unbelievably happy that it was me and no one else whom he was taking out for dinner.

      We had been walking for several minutes when Adam turned and led the way towards a small steak house. I smiled, I loved steak. How could he know? Or was it just a good guess?

      Adam held the door for me. As I walked past him, I could smell his perfume. I inhaled deeply. The scent nearly made me stop and fall into his chest. It took some concentration forcing my feet to step over the threshold. It helped a lot when I held my breath.

      Antonio trotted to my side and followed us inside the restaurant.

      As we entered the main room, the nice smell of steak and spices helped me clear my head again. The place was dimly lit, candles were positioned on the tables and windowsills. The small tables were made of dark wood with artful carvings at the edges. Comfortable chairs stood around them. Couples were sitting at tables around the room.

      “Good evening,” a man greeted us. He was tall and thin, and his slightly wrinkled skin and balding head suggested that he was in his forties.

      “A table for two please.”

      The waiter nodded and led us to a table at the far corner of the restaurant. “Are you okay with this one?” he asked politely.

      “It’s perfect, thank you.” Adam slid out of his jacket and hung it over the back of his chair. He waited for me to sit down before he led Antonio to the space in the corner where the dog curled up instantly. Then he sat down opposite me.

      The waiter watched his movements patiently, waiting to get our orders.

      “I’ll have a soda, and for the lady…” Adam started.

      “Apple juice,” I finished Adam’s sentence.

      I opened the menu and started looking at the large choice of meals. From the corner of my eye I saw Adam watch me over the rim of his menu. Focusing even more intensely on my own menu, I tried to ignore his piercing gaze which felt like he was seeing right through me.

      The movement of the waiter placing my drink on the table made me jump. I had been so focused on pretending not to notice Adam watching me.

      “What can I bring you to eat?”

      “I’ll take a tenderloin steak, medium and a salad,” I was surprised I had decided for a meal while putting all that effort into ignoring Adam. The waiter turned to Adam.

      “The same for me, please, and some water for the dog please,” Adam nodded at Antonio who was lying on his side in the corner.

      The thin man vanished with the menus in his arms.

      When I turned back to look at Adam, his eyes rested on my face again. They looked slightly gray in the dim light.

      “Tell me something about you, Claire Gabriel,” Adam opened the conversation.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything,” his breath hurried to inhale the word back, but it was too slow, “—I’d like to know what you like.”

      “What I like …well, I like a lot of things.”

      “Could you be a bit more precise, please?” he gave me a breathtaking smile.

      “Yes, I could.” I winked at him, not wanting to give away too much of my affection. For now it was the easiest way to stay on a joking basis.

      “Will you please be a bit more precise?” His eyes were so intense they inflamed my senses.

      I spilled out the first thing that came to my mind. “I like music.” Plain and simple.

      “What kind of music do you like?” He leaned towards me with interest.

      Oh, come on, that’s not interesting at all. “I like jazz and classical music, and house music …and, and, and.” I felt a bit like I was the object of an examination. I hated one way questioning. I wanted to get to know him better, and therefore I had to ask in return. “And what do you like?”

      “No specific type of music.”

      “Which means?” If we kept on with questions and answers like these, he would get the impression I was an unintelligent, naive girl.

      “I like music as long as it doesn’t destroy a nice atmosphere.” Both of us listened to the low sound of the Argentine guitar. It was a nice tune, something that instantly relaxed the tension in my guts. Perfect for the situation. Adam lowered his gaze to his hands which were clutching the glass in front of him. I smoothened a smile from my lips—the music did everything to form a nice atmosphere, there was no way it could destroy it.

      “How’s school?” Adam tore me from my thoughts. School. The history test. Pictures of Greg flashed through my head. Somehow my mind had connected Greg with history.

      “Don’t ask.” I tried to ignore the subject. It felt like enough having to think about the test during the hours at school.

      “What’s wrong?” His voice sounded even more honestly interested in my educational situation than his eyes were looking.

      “Let’s just say, I have to get some knowledge into my head. Time is running out, and it doesn’t help that I’m lousy at memorizing things.” I grimaced at the thought of the few days until the test.

      “What subject do you like best?”

      No problem, I could answer that one easily. “Algebra.”

      Adams dark eyebrows rose in surprise. “And which subject is the one bothering you at the moment? What kind of knowledge do you have to fill your head with?”

      “History.” I shuddered. “The Civil War, to be precise. And there’s not much time left. The exam’s next Monday.”

      “Do you need help?”

      “No, thank you, I’ve got a friend who’s helping me. He’s perfect at history and …patient enough.” Argh! Embarrassing. He would not only think I was unintelligent and naive, but also unable to get things done by myself.

      Adam laughed quietly.

      “Hey, that’s not funny.” I had to laugh with him. My fighting the laugh back made him smile even more widely, and his lips separated and showed a row of pearly white teeth. My breath got caught somewhere between my lungs and my lips. Adam seemed to glow as he smiled. It made him look perfect.

      “Steak and salad for the lady,” the waiter set the plate down on the table roughly. I jumped and remembered to breathe. “…and for the gentleman. Buon Appetit!”

      The steak smelled wonderful. I grabbed my knife and fork and started cutting the steak into pieces on the salad. I was so hungry it took a few seconds to notice Adam watching me with amusement. Embarrassed, I forced my hands to slow down and finally come to a halt. Adam was still chuckling silently.

      “What?” I looked up, forming my face into something that felt like a challenging look.

      “Sorry.” Adam apologized and successfully tried not to chuckle or grin. But his expression made me uncomfortable. It looked like he was satisfied with something, like he had expected my reaction. His expression changed again as he noticed the way I was looking at him—unsettled. He shook his head. “Really, go ahead. I’m as hungry as a wolf too.” And with those words he started eating his food.

      My hands led the fork back to the plate, pronged a piece of meat with it and then led it to my mouth mechanically. The expression I had had a glimpse of had mystified me. What had been going on in his head? He didn’t know anything about me, so he couldn’t expect or know my reaction.

      The steak burned my tongue. I reached out for the glass of juice and took a mouthful. The soothing coolness of the liquid helped me focus on my situation again. I was on the first kind of date with the mysterious guy from the graveyard. I barely knew anything about him, except that he was studying with my sister—medicine. He wanted to become a doctor. He had a chocolate colored dog—which I found very amusing—and he seemed to have some reason to want to be with me, or he wouldn’t have asked me out. I looked up from my plate and measured his expression.

      Adam chewed his steak slowly, watching me again with careful eyes. My stomach twisted, but it was not the wonderfully happy feeling I had had a few hours earlier when he had turned up at the library. It was like my sentience was imploding, leaving more space for doubts.

      Suddenly I was very aware of the fact that I was sitting here with a beautiful, mysterious guy, making a fool of myself over and over again. I was aware of how out of place I was next to him. I was nothing special. Adam looked up at me again, his eyes fierce and sad at the same time. I gave him a questioning look, but he turned away hiding his expression from me. When he turned back to me, his face displayed nothing but friendliness.

      “Do you like the steak?” he asked with a polite smile on his lips. I didn’t like it. It felt like a facade.

      “Yes, it’s perfect,” I lied. I didn’t taste it at all as I had burned my tongue. Adam’s smile grew more real at my words.

      I ate up the salad and intended to shove the last few pieces of meat into my mouth when something nudged my leg.

      “Antonio!” The dog had slowly made his way to my legs and was now looking up at me with big brown eyes. “Do you want some steak?” He licked his muzzle enthusiastically. I wouldn’t miss the rest of the meat on my plate, so I picked up a piece with my fingers and held it out to Antonio who took it carefully and gulped it down. “Want some more, little friend?” I fed him another small piece of steak, and another, until the plate was empty and Antonio rested his head on my knee and looked up waiting for more.

      “Sorry. You ate it all—nothing left.”

      I looked up at Adam. His gaze was lingering on me, disapproving, but not surprised.

      “I should have asked, sorry.”

      “Never mind.” He smiled knowingly.

      I looked down at my watch and jumped to my feet. “Oh no!”

      “What?” Adam looked at me slightly confused.

      “I have to go home. I completely forgot about Sophie. She’s waiting for me. I promised to be home early today.” The words sounded like a stupid excuse, but they were true. I had promised Sophie to help her clean up the house so we wouldn’t have to do it on the weekend. She would be furious.

      Adam called the waiter. He paid the bill and helped me into my jacket.

      “Come on, Antonio, the lady wants to leave.” The dog trotted towards the door between Adam and me.

      “I’ll walk straight home if you don’t mind, it’s not far and walking you home would be a big detour,” Adam said as we walked outside. His face showed a hint of disappointment, and after his words I felt some of it mirrored in my own.

      “Thank you for the evening, Adam. It was great, really. Sorry, I have to leave. It’s just—”

      “No. Thank you, Claire. I really enjoyed having dinner with you. I hope to see you soon.” He gave me a wide smile and it seemed he understood it was for the best that I couldn’t stay at the moment. Like he knew it was likely that if I stayed I would destroy everything before it had even started.

      “See you.” I waved at him and headed off in the other direction.

      When I quietly closed the front door behind me, I heard Sophie’s voice from the living room.

      “I thought we agreed on cleaning the house tonight. It’s ten to ten, where have you been?”

      I took my shoes off and hurried to the living room. “Sorry, I forgot.”

      Sophie gave me a disapproving look.

      “I met a friend and had dinner with him.” With Sophie it was always best to stick to the truth. If she found out later and I didn’t tell her myself she would give me a hard time.

      “Dinner?”

      Yes, dinner, what was so hard to understand about the word dinner? “Yes, we were at the steakhouse.” Then I turned to head for the kitchen, fetched the cleaning stuff and started cleaning the cabinets.

      It was almost midnight when I stepped out of the shower. I slipped my nightie over my head and headed for my room. Tired as hell, I thought about the next day. School and loads of history stuff to go through with Greg. I rolled onto my left side and closed my eyes.
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      Algebra had never been hard work for me like it was for Lydia and Amber. I sat in the classroom, doodling on the edge of the paper while the rest of the class was still sweating over their algebra tests.

      “Claire.” Amber whispered from behind me. “What’s the correct answer to question eight?”

      I turned my head to the side and lifted my left hand behind my back to show her three fingers.

      “C?”

      I turned my head farther in her direction, nodded once, and heard our teacher clearing his throat. “I think everybody should concentrate on their own test,” he said, giving me a disapproving look.

      I held out the test for him. “I’m finished.” I quickly added a smile.

      He looked at the test for a minute, then at me in astonishment. “Everything correct. You’re getting faster and faster each time, Miss Gabriel.” He carried the paper over to his desk and shook his head in astonishment. I was average at most things and really bad at some things, like history, but I was outstanding at algebra.

      The bell rang and the others handed in their papers.

      “Thanks for the help.” Amber fell into step beside me on the way to the gym.

      “You are welcome.”

      “How was cleaning with Sophie yesterday?”

      “Don’t remind me of that, please.” I rolled my eyes.

      “That bad?” She faked a sympathetic look.

      “I forgot and let her wait the whole evening and then she was angry.” I remembered Sophie’s tone when I had come home so late yesterday.

      “You forgot?” Amber laughed a bell-like laugh. “How come?”

      “Adam turned up at the library.” I whispered the words and at the same moment wondered why.

      “The graveyard guy?”

      I nodded, blushing.

      “What happened?” She couldn’t hide her curiosity.

      “He invited me to dinner.” I knew Amber would know no other topic for the rest of the day now. For some reason I didn’t care.

      Amber wanted every detail, and I gave her every detail except the strange expression shifts Adam had had. I didn’t tell her I had the feeling Adam could see right through me.

      Sports were a nice change from the thinking. Coach Lany let us climb ropes and run several rounds in the gym between the attempts at climbing. I was sweating like a pig after half an hour but I was happy to have a distraction to keep me from thinking about Adam. He would return to my head soon enough. There were more pressing issues at the moment, like the upcoming history exam.

      “Don’t let me forget to tell Greg I need him for more studying this afternoon,” I told Lydia as she fell into step beside me, running round after round.

      “Studying?” she asked suspiciously raising one eyebrow.

      “For the history exam.” If my face hadn’t been red from the strain, I would have blushed now. Again I wondered why. Studying with Greg was nothing but studying, so why would I flush.

      “Greg has changed a lot over the summer,” Lydia noted. Greg had been in Europe with his parents for the summer. His mum’s parents were from a small country in Europe, I didn’t remember which one, but something with lots of high mountains. Since he had returned he had been slightly different—more mature. And his body had changed to look like a grown man’s. I had noticed it more than once.

      “Yeah, but he’s still my friend Greg.” I winked at her and she laughed. Both of us knew that it wasn’t as true as I wanted it to be. Greg was my friend, but he showed some signs of wanting to change his position to something different. I was not completely sure about how he would react when he heard about my dinner with Adam. I silently shoved aside the difficulties of our friendship and returned to the present and to Lydia.

      “Have you seen Richard lately?”

      Lydia beamed at the mention of Richard’s name. “We’ve been to the movies twice.” She giggled.

      “Really? Why didn’t you tell me?” I was positively shocked by this news.

      “You didn’t ask.” She winked at me and jogged to the side to sit down on a bench. I followed her example and let myself fall onto the bench beside her.

      “What was it like?” I was really curious.

      Lydia looked to the ground with slightly red cheeks and a girlish smile. “Richard is great. He’s interested in everything I have to say. He always wants to know my opinion on things.” She looked up at me, smiling even more widely. “I think he really likes me. And I think it’s more than a crush.”

      It had been a long time since I had seen Lydia so happy. I had had so much to think about during the last few weeks that I had barely taken notice of anybody’s problems but my own. “Sorry I didn’t ask earlier. I saw you talking to him at Sophie’s party, I should have been interested in what happened the last few weeks.”

      Lydia shook her head. “I could have told you. Anyway, I could have asked about Adam as well. I saw him looking at you when you danced with Greg and I saw the concern in his eyes.”

      I looked at her, feeling slightly confused.

      “It was obvious he didn’t like you dancing with Greg. I don’t know what’s going on between the two of you, but Adam seems to be totally into you. Be careful.”

      Now I really was confused. Why should I be careful? I hadn’t done anything wrong dancing with Greg. Adam and I were basically strangers that evening. I hadn’t seen anything that might have given away that he was totally into me. I had just seen him laughing with Amber or in deep conversation with the transparent-shirt girl.

      “Miss Gabriel, Miss Porters, this is not a coffee house, this is my gym, and as long you are in here you are not allowed to make yourselves comfortable and chat about teenage romance.”

      Both of us jumped and headed back to the ropes to make our next attempt at climbing to the top.

      When we left school for the day, Lydia and I were still complaining about our sore arms and legs. Greg and Amber waited for us in the parking lot.

      “Time for another history session,” Greg announced enthusiastically.

      I rolled my eyes and turned to Amber and Lydia. “You two wanna join in?”

      “I’ve got to hurry home and change into something more fancy,” Lydia said grinning broadly. “Rich and I are going out tonight.”

      “We can drop you at your place, Lyd, if you like,” I offered when Greg started to shoo me towards his car. Lydia nodded thankfully. “What about you, Amber? Join us for history?”

      “Sorry, Claire, my parents are picking me up in a few minutes and we’re heading to Indianapolis to visit my Aunt Mary. I’d think I wouldn’t prefer studying.” She winked.

      “Have fun! Bye,” I called over my shoulder as Gregory pulled me along behind him towards his car. It was a black Audi. I climbed in and admired the luxurious interior of the car. I wouldn’t be surprised if this car was more expensive then my entire house. Lydia climbed into the backseat and closed the door. “Ready,” she said and Greg sped off.

      “What’s up, Sweetie?” Greg looked at me with raised eyebrows. I smiled to myself.

      “I’m just a bit surprised.”

      “Surprised?” Now he looked confused.

      “In all the time I’ve known you I’ve never seen you driving this car.”

      “I got it for my eighteenth birthday last week.”

      Damn! I had forgotten Greg’s birthday. I had to get him a present before the end of the week.

      “So sorry Greg—I forgot your birthday.” It was a lame attempt to apologize. There was no excuse for forgetting your best friend’s birthday. Greg just smiled at me.

      “Never mind,” he said, “I never make a big deal out of it. It’s just a birthday, I’ll have another one next year—if I’m lucky.” He winked.

      I turned round to Lydia. “We’re going to celebrate that Greg’s old now, what do you think?”

      Lydia laughed and suggested next Friday at the club. I was fine with that.

      “Oh, come on, girls. Just let it be. It’s only a birthday,” Greg tried to convince us. I shook my head. He would get a party.

      I looked out of the window for a while and saw the houses rush past a little bit too fast for my taste. “Are we in a hurry?” I asked.

      Greg laughed a lighthearted laugh. “No, we are not. You are.”

      “And could you tell me why I am in a hurry and you are not?”

      “Because I am well prepared for the test, but you need to go through the subject matter a few more times.”

      I looked at him accusingly. “Don’t stress me! I need to be relaxed to learn history.”

      We dropped Lydia at her place and then we stopped in front of my house. Before I got out of the car, I turned to face Greg. “You don’t have to waste your time trying to help me study, Greg.”

      He shrugged. “What else am I gonna do on a sunny afternoon like this? The Claire’s-History-Exam-Rescue-Program is very important to me, you know.”

      I nudged his arm and got out of the car.

      When we entered the living room Sophie and Ian were lying on the sofa watching TV.

      “Hey little sister, hey little sister’s friend,” Sophie greeted us unenthusiastically. Ian got to his feet and shook Greg’s hand and kissed my cheeks.

      “Hey Ian,” I hugged him in return. I waved at Sophie and headed upstairs. Greg greeted the others and followed closely.

      After the last party, Ian and Sophie had decided to give their relationship another chance. The night after the party had definitely played a big part in the overall decision process. I chuckled.

      “Sorry we can’t stay in the living room, I don’t want to disturb Sophie and Ian’s afternoon activities.

      Greg laughed and let himself fall onto my bed. “Honestly, I prefer this to the couch downstairs.”

      “Hey! You’re supposed to teach me about the Civil War—which I believe is a hopeless cause.” I pulled the book out of my bag and dropped the bag on the floor. I sat on the bed next to Greg—he took the book, opened it to the chapter we had worked on the last time and started questioning me. I was surprised how much I remembered.

      “I’m proud of you,” Greg said.

      “It seems you’re a good teacher,” I returned the compliment.

      “Two days until the exam—what would you like to do?”

      “I’d like to repeat everything until my head is full,” I answered smiling.

      “And then go to the movies with me tonight,” he added to the suggested program.

      I had the impression that our study sessions had become more and more of an excuse for Greg to be able to see me alone. I wouldn’t have objected to his plans if I’d been sure he meant a movie night between friends. After all that had happened I couldn’t trust it was what he meant and so I tried to keep our time alone to harmless activities such as studying.

      “Greg, I don’t know if that’s a good idea…,” I started.

      “You’re right, you need to go to bed early and go on studying tomorrow,” he interrupted, turning his face away from me.

      We spent the afternoon replaying possible test questions until Sophie called us for dinner.

      Ian stayed with us for dinner as well. He sat next to Sophie, his fingers wound tightly around her hand. I tried not to stare, but I was surprised by the open demonstration of his feelings. Sophie seemed comfortable with it. I’d never asked why they had broken up a few years ago, but obviously something must have had happened. I just remember Sophie coming home one evening, crying and saying she had been stupid and that Ian would never forgive her. I suspected she had had one of her stupid affairs then, but I had never asked. Now it seemed Ian had forgiven her and they were happily together again. But with Sophie you could never be sure.

      I couldn’t understand it completely. I had never really fallen in love before. I had fancied some guys, and dated one or two of them, but they had always turned out to be freaks. I had always confused good looks with good character. Adam was different in many ways—he was the first one to literally take my breath away. I couldn’t tell whether that was what people called love. I couldn’t stop thinking about him. I acted like a fool when ever he was near—I actually had problems talking in full sentences around him. I couldn’t take my eyes off him, and I wanted to be close to him. Closer than I had thought possible. He had been kind and polite every time I met him. He couldn’t be like the others. I felt he was special—the thing between us was special. Special, but complicated, and I hadn’t figured out why he mystified me so much.

      “I’ll be off. Thanks for dinner, Sophie.” Greg got to his feet and headed for the front door. I followed outside.

      “Thank you again, Greg,” I looked at him seriously. “I have no idea how I could have made it this far without you.”

      Greg stepped closer and hugged me tightly. Before letting me go he kissed the top of my head. “You’re welcome Claire. I’ll always be here for you.”

      I pressed my hands against his chest to put some distance between us. “Good night Greg.”

      He hurried to his car, and I saw the black Audi speed away into the darkness. I closed the door and went back to my room. Ian’s laughter echoed from the kitchen. I wondered how long the two of them would make it this time.

      Back in my room I sat down on my bed and rested my head against the wall. Greg could become a real problem. Somehow he was making the line between friendship and more than friendship blur to some indefinite gray zone.

      The ringing of my cell phone tore me from my thoughts. I stretched to fetch it from the bedside table not looking at the number.

      “Hello.”

      “Claire, it’s Adam.”

      My heartbeat accelerated to a critical speed.

      “Your sister gave me your number.”

      Silence.

      “Claire?”

      I took a deep breath. “Hi.” It was all I could say at the moment. I had expected to see him sometime next week, maybe at the library again—but a phone call…

      “Everything alright? You sound like you’re out of breath.” His voice was concerned.

      “Yeah I was just doing some …exercises.” I flung my hand to my head and tried to calm down. What a stupid excuse.

      “Oh, sorry for interrupting.”

      “Never mind. I’m finished,” I reassured him.

      “I wanted to ask if you’d like to go out with me next Friday.”

      “Hold on a second, please.” I grabbed my calender from my bag and browsed through the pages. “What time,” I asked, hoping it wouldn’t collide with the plans I had made with Lydia, Amber and Greg.

      “Nine p.m. I’d like to take you to the theatre. What do you think?”

      Wow, theatre. Nobody had ever taken me to a theatre. “Sorry, but I’ve promised my friends to go to the club with them on Friday evening. We’re celebrating a friend’s birthday there.”

      “Oh.” He sounded disappointed.

      “You could join us at the club if you like. It’s nothing as cultivated as a theatre, but it’s going to be a nice evening—hopefully,” I tried to convince him to come.

      It took him a few moments to answer. “Which club?”

      I gave him the name and whereabouts.

      “Maybe I’ll join you,” he said in a laughing voice. “If you promise me to go to the theatre with me some other time.”

      I liked the condition. “Would be a pleasure,” I answered politely.

      “See you on Friday, then.”

      “Yeah, see you on Friday.” I threw the cell phone onto the bed and closed my eyes. Several deep breaths later, I started to believe I hadn’t been dreaming.

      It was late, so I decided to relax by going to bed early and reading a few pages of Sophie’s World—the last book my mother had given to me. I’d already read it maybe a hundred times, but it was the last connection to my parents. After about fifty pages, I fell asleep.

      

      The weekend passed slowly. It had started raining; and it was dark and gray outside. Sophie and Ian had gone shopping. I had found a note from Sophie on the kitchen table saying they would be back by dinner time. So I had started working on my history stuff again.

      It felt like a week had passed when I got up on Monday morning. It was still raining, so I drove to school. I picked up Lydia.

      “Hi,” she greeted as she jumped into the passenger seat. “Ready for the test?”

      I grimaced and let my foot sink down onto the gas pedal slowly. “How was your date with Richard?” I was honestly curious.

      “It was—more physical than the last times.” Her cheeks blushed and I gave her a questioning look. “He kissed me.” She spoke the words as if they were embarrassing.

      I waited in silence. Lydia was not one you could press for details. She would tell if she thought you should know.

      “What are we getting Greg for his eighteenth birthday?” Lydia changed the subject.

      “I have no idea,” I admitted. “But it really seems he already has everything. Let’s ask Amber.”

      Lydia nodded in agreement.

      Amber was waiting for us at the front door of the school. While we made our way to the history class, we discussed what to get Greg’s. We decided to bake a huge cake and bring it to the club on Friday evening.

      The bell rang and we sat down. Greg picked the place next to me so he could supervise me—as he called it—during the exam. Ms. Weaver handed out the tests.

      “Don’t forget to write your names in the upper left corner. You have forty minutes starting now.” She looked at her watch and made a note.

      I read through the questions and was surprised when I recognised most of the topics they covered. I started writing, checking the time every few minutes. I scribbled the last few words onto the paper just as Ms. Weaver announced that the time was up and started collecting the papers from our tables.

      “Could you answer everything?” Greg asked curiously.

      I nodded. “But I’m not sure if I answered everything correctly.”

      “I’m proud of you,” he told me and pinched my cheek.

      

      We hurried to the cafeteria together at lunchtime. I knew the following few days were going to drag. First, I couldn’t wait to know if I had failed again—Ms. Weaver had promised to correct the tests by Thursday—and second, I couldn’t wait to see Adam on Friday.

      It didn’t help that on Wednesday the sky was dark with clouds, and that tons of water fell to the already soaked ground.

      By Thursday afternoon, the rain had changed into a drizzle. The sky looked a bit more friendly now—not as dark as it had in the morning. I parked my car along the old withered wall and got out with my umbrella in my left hand. I walked towards the wrought iron gate and pressed my hand down on the wet handle. It swung open with the familiar squeak.

      I strolled towards the stone angel slowly. My mind was far away—on the graveyard in Indianapolis, at my parents grave.

      I stood in the shelter of the old willow and started talking to my parents.

      “Hey Mom, hey Dad. How are you? I had a history test this week. And imagine—I got a B. I can’t believe it myself, but it seems working with Greg really helps. It’s a pity I can’t tell you in person anymore.” My heart felt heavy as a stone. “I miss you so much. There is so much I’d like to share …Sophie’s a good sister but she can’t replace you. Maybe I…”

      A squeaking noise startled me. I looked up and saw a tall dark haired figure walking swiftly in my direction.

      “Hi,” Adam said as he stood beside me under the willow. The drizzle didn’t penetrate the treetop.

      “Hi.” I was surprised to meet him today.

      “Bad weather, hm?” He looked up at the sky and back at me. A strand of wet hair was sticking to his forehead. I felt the urge to brush it away. “What are you doing here when it’s all cold and wet like this?” he asked curiously.

      “Visiting my angel.” I couldn’t tell the truth—talking to people who had long been dead and buried in another town in another graveyard. He would think I was nuts—sometimes I wasn’t sure myself. “And you?”

      “I was out with Antonio and saw your car.” He looked at the stone angel and bit his lower lip.

      “And Antonio—” I started the question.

      “Is sitting at the gate.”

      “How old is he?”

      “I’m not completely sure, but he must be around four years. He was only a puppy when I rescued him.”

      “You rescued him?” I interrupted.

      “Yes. I found him locked up in a small box in a half dried riverbed. It was raining heavily and the water was rising very fast. The box was halfway under water when I pulled it out. Antonio was close to starving then, and he was freezing. I decided to take him home and keep him if he survived. He really was lucky—a few hours later and he would have drowned.”

      Adam’s eyebrows pulled together at the thought of the possibility. He was silent for a moment and his eyes were dark with the memory.

      “Shall we get back to the car? The rain is getting heavier again. I can drive you home if you like,” I offered.

      “Thanks.” He nodded and we hurried back to the car. Antonio greeted me, wagging his tail enthusiastically. I opened the back of my car for him. Adam had to convince him for a few minutes, but finally Antonio stepped into the trunk carefully. I threw my bag from the passenger seat to the back seat to make space for Adam. He got in and closed the door.

      He gave me directions to his house. It lay a bit off the main road in the center of a park.

      “I’ll get out here.” Adam pointed at the gate to the park and I stopped the car.

      I shook my head in amazement. From what I could see, the building had to be two stories high and enormously wide. Adam eyed me carefully and shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

      “Thanks again,” he said before getting out of the car and letting Antonio out of the trunk. “See you on Friday,” he called and hurried up the road driveway.

      The rain pattered against my windshield. On the way home, I stopped at the grocery store to buy ingredients for Greg’s cake.

      “Sophie!” I called as I opened the front door to our house. Her answer came from the kitchen. Ian was sitting in the living room, watching television. “Hi,” I called as I passed by and hurried to tell Sophie the good news. “I got a B on my history test,” I blurt out.

      “That’s great, congratulations!” Sophie danced around the kitchen and hugged me. It reminded me of Greg’s dance earlier at school when Ms. Weaver had announced our grades. He had lifted me from my chair and swung me around in a circle. It had been embarrassing. The whole class had laughed, and Ms. Weaver had threatened to downgrade me to a C if Greg wouldn’t let go of me immediately.

      I went to my room and threw my school things into the corner. I had nothing to do this evening, so I started rearranging my book shelf out of boredom. I pulled out book after book and sorted them by author. Then I carefully put each pile back on the shelf in alphabetical order. A single pile was completely mixed in genre. Those were the books I had gotten from my parents over the years. Most of them were children’s books. I opened one and flipped through the pages. My dad had read to me frequently when I had been a child. I could still hear the sound of his voice when I looked at the pictures on the pages. I really missed him. And Mom. Sometimes I just needed a shoulder to cry on, and it was hard when there was no one except for your still not grown up sister.

      I wanted to ask my mother for good advice concerning Adam—whether he was good for me, or whether I was just interpreting my wishes onto some randomly picked guy. Sometimes I was so unsure of myself that I couldn’t believe anybody could be interested in me. My mother would have known something, would have said something to make me feel better. I closed the book with a loud snap and put it back on the shelf with the rest of the remaining pile.

      My phone vibrated somewhere in my bag. I glided along the wooden floor to answer it. It took a minute to find it.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, it’s me, Greg.”

      “Hi Greg, what’s up?”

      “It’s a Thursday afternoon and we don’t have to do anything for school tomorrow. Would you like to go see a movie with me?”

      “Now?” I asked unbelievingly. Usually seeing a movie with my best friend would have been the most natural thing in the world, but with Greg’s blurring the line between friendship and romance it felt right to keep a bit more of a distance. “It’s quite late, don’t you think?”

      “Or I could come over to your place and we could watch some DVDs,” he suggested.

      I was mildly shocked. It was the second time within a week that Greg had taken the offensive. I would have liked to see a movie with him, but I was afraid of giving him the wrong impression.

      “Greg. Maybe another time. We are going out tomorrow anyway, all together. See you tomorrow at school,” I laughed and hung up.

      I realised I had forgotten my groceries in the car and went outside to get them. When everything was put away, I picked up the cookbook and took it with me to my room. Ian was still sitting on the couch in the living room, watching television, but Sophie was sitting on his lap now, with his arms wrapped tightly around her.
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      “Careful with the milk,” Amber said to Lydia. “You’re spilling it.”

      The three of us were standing in the Porters’ kitchen, trying to bake a cake. It took us some time to find all the ingredients we needed. I had brought most of them with me, but we had to use some of Lydia’s mom’s baking stuff. The batter was nearly ready and the oven had reached the appropriate temperature.

      Spending time with my two friends was good. It took my mind off things a bit. My thoughts weren’t circling around Adam’s green eyes all the time, and I could forget that I had to let Gregory know—in a nice and friendly way—that I thought of him only as a friend.

      I took the baking pan and handed it to Amber who was holding the bowl with the dough. We poured the batter into the pan together and shoved it into the oven.

      “Thirty minutes,” Lydia told us. I looked at the recipe and started preparing everything for the chocolate icing. We had decided to decorate the cake with colorful sweets and candles—one for each year.

      We sat down at the kitchen table while the cake was in the oven.

      “Have you already started your college applications?” Amber asked.

      “I have organized some from different colleges and started on my essays,” Lydia answered.

      I shook my head. So far, I had successfully ignored the fact that graduation was the most important topic this year. There were other, more interesting things, occupying my mind—like a mystical boy from the graveyard. And I was back to thinking about Adam.

      “I want to study acting, definitely.” That was Amber. “Maybe I’ll go to some college in L.A., or I simply go and try my luck in Hollywood.”

      Amber was very talented, but I doubted that she would make it without a proper background in dramatic arts.

      “Go to college and try later. You’ll have a better background,” I told her.

      “I know, but then I’ll be too old,” she frowned.

      I shrugged and had a look at the cake.

      “I think it’s nearly done.”

      Decorating took longer than we had thought. I left the Porters’ place at 7.30 and had to hurry. I flew up the stairs to my room and pulled the closet door open. I tried on several outfits and discarded them for various reasons. After what felt like ages, I decided on tight jeans and a deep blue, tight shirt.

      I left a pile of crumpled clothes behind me on the bed as I went to the bathroom and took a quick shower. Though I only did the most basic things I needed almost an hour to get ready. As I looked into the mirror I wasn’t sure whether or not I liked what I saw. It was just the pale, thin me. I averted my gaze and went down the stairs.

      Amber and Lydia were already waiting for me in the driveway in Amber’s car. I got into the backseat and we were off to the club. Lydia held the plate with the cake carefully on her lap.

      We arrived at the same time as Jenny and Sam.

      “Greg’s already inside,” Sam called over his shoulder as he went through the door first. We followed and made our way through the half empty club. Before sneaking up on Gregory we lit the candles.

      “Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday to you,” we sang as we stood behind him. He jumped and turned around. A wide smile spread on his face when he saw us standing there with the cake.

      “You have to blow out the candles and make a wish,” I instructed him. He made a pondering face and blew.

      “Thanks!” Greg hugged all three of us in a row. “But we aren’t only celebrating the day of my birth. This evening, we also celebrate Claire’s achievements in history,” he said theatrically.

      “Shhhh!” I tried to stop him and blushed.

      “No, Claire. Everybody should know how bravely you fought,” he went on. I buried my face in my hands and giggled awkwardly.

      “Shut up, Greg!” Amber shot at him, laughing.

      More and more people filed in to congratulate Gregory. Greg beamed with happiness. It seemed like our effort in forcing him into this party hadn’t been in vain—he actually enjoyed himself.

      “It was the right thing to do, you know, talking him into this little party,” Lydia noted and I nodded in agreement, laughing at the obvious fun Greg was having with slicing up the cake.

      Gregory offered me a piece of cake and we sat down on the sofa in the corner. The music was so loud I could barely understand what he was saying.

      “Is Sophie coming, too?” he screamed over the noise.

      I shook my head. “Sophie is at home with Ian, I don’t think they’ll turn up tonight. Do you miss her?” I joked.

      “Very funny!” Greg shot me a sarcastic look.

      A dark figure standing at the bar caught my eye. He was tall with black hair. I could only see his back, but I recognized the jacket.

      “Excuse me for a moment,” I went over to the bar.

      Before I had closed the space between us he turned around, two drinks in his hands. I nearly ran into him as he started walking. I stumbled into the man next to me, trying to prevent a collision with Adam.

      “Sorry,” I mouthed at him. He nodded in acknowledgement as I straightened up and turned back to Adam.

      “Hi,” he called over the music and smiled—surprised but obviously pleased. I lifted a hand and waved once, so I didn’t have to ruin my voice. I wasn’t sure if I could have gotten out a word anyway—Adam looked perfect again. His bright green eyes looked at me in amazement. I couldn’t understand why, but his gaze made my knees feel like pudding and my head like a hot air balloon. Once again I was surprised how breathtaking he was. There was a aura of peace around him even in this crowded, noisy room. Just looking at him was calming, and still so exciting at the same time that I felt like I needed to double the size of my heart to be able to feel it all.

      “I was on my way to say hello, but you were faster,” he told me.

      I was still lost in my thoughts so much, I couldn’t answer. I forced myself to not grab him by his jacket and pull him close enough to kiss him. I folded my arms so they wouldn’t be able start moving independently from the rest of my body, then I took a step backwards to lessen the temptation to throw my arms around his neck and crush against his perfect chest.

      “Shall we go over and sit with the others?” I suggested as I found my voice again. I started walking back towards Greg, who was sitting on the sofa with Amber, Sam and Jenny. Lydia was standing a few feet away in deep conversation with Richard. It was good to see her that happy. She deserved someone who really cared.

      Adam greeted the others politely. Amber flashed a perfect smile, Jenny and Sam waved at him, and Gregory eyed him suspiciously. I sat between the two boys—Adam on my right, Gregory on my left.

      Adam pushed one of the drinks into my hand, raised his own glass and looked into my eyes. “To the most beautiful girl in Aurora,” he toasted so only I could hear it. I felt my face grow hot and was grateful about the colorful half light in the club. I looked up shyly, not sure if he was being serious.

      Then Amber pulled at my arm. “Our song! We’ve got to dance!” she cried enthusiastically.

      Thankful to escape having to answer, I followed Amber to the dance floor. I felt the music run through my body and moved in time with what I thought was the beat. I was sure I looked ridiculous, like an idiot, next to Amber. She was so graceful and talented. I turned around for a brief second. Adam was watching her movements. It always hurt to be outshone by Amber. She didn’t do it on purpose, I was sure about that, but she did it all the same. Adam watched her spin and dance for a minute, maybe longer. My insides folded into a tight knot. Adam’s face hardened ever so slightly, and he let his gaze sink to the floor in front of him. I turned my face away quickly, not wanting him to see me watching.

      Jenny joined us with Greg, both of them already dancing as they made their way through the moving crowd. Greg moved close to my side and moved with me. What the—

      He was a little too close for comfort, the way he moved with his body pressed against my back.

      “Greg,” I screamed at him over the music, “I’m no tree you can scratch your belly on.”

      He laughed and took a step backwards, placed one finger on his own head and spun around like a ballerina. I had to laugh, too.

      The music was great. It kept me on the dance floor much longer than I had intended to stay. It was long past midnight when Adam stood behind me, suddenly, and grabbed my arm.

      He pulled me away from Greg and Amber, who were now dancing together. I protested jokingly, but he couldn’t hear me.

      A few seconds later we were in the street in front of the club. The street lights were throwing small circles of light into the dark street. It was still unnaturally warm outside. Or maybe it was because Adam was still holding my arm that I didn’t feel cold at all.

      “I want to talk to you before I don’t have a chance.” He fixed his eyes on mine. My head felt light for a moment. I waited in silence with a questioning look.

      “Claire I—I—,” he tried to push the words from his mouth.

      “Yes?” I demanded.

      “—I can’t.”

      I turned on my heel and started walking. It was only a ten minute walk from the club to my house. He had just destroyed my good mood as well as my evening.

      “No, wait!” he sighed. “I have to talk to you.”

      “I thought you can’t,” I snapped at him.

      “Yes, but …I need to talk to you.”

      His pleading voice melted my insides. I wanted to be angry at him but failed.

      “If you want to talk, you’ll have to walk me home,” I demanded. It was a lame attempt to steal a little more time with him. I heard his feet touch the ground behind me. He hurried to catch up with me and walked beside me for a few strides before he sped up a little. My feet were tired from dancing and now started hurting from my sprint away from Adam.

      “Are we in a hurry?” I asked, since he was a few feet ahead. What was that all about? Damn, I had to come up with a plan to find out what his strange behavior meant. What this thing between us was. It was starting to unnerve me. He affected my feelings too much for my own good. In only a few minutes I had been angry at him, then I had feared his words, than I had longed for his words and now I was angry again.

      “Adam, slow down,” I demanded and stopped to take my shoes off.

      Adam watched me balance on one foot while pulling off the other shoe. Suddenly his face lit up with amusement. “You are a strange girl, Claire Gabriel.”

      Okay, what exactly did strange mean? Did he think I was a freak? I hated his ambiguous statements. They left too much space for imagination.

      I grabbed my shoes and hurried on. No way I would make a fool of myself. If he was not interested, fine. I didn’t understand why he would get me off the dance floor—just to say nothing; Or why he would make nice conversation while we were in the company of others, just to run away from me every time we were alone. I didn’t understand the twisted thing that was going on between us. Since I had met him in the graveyard in early autumn, I couldn’t make any sense of his behavior. He seemed to find me without knowing where I was going to be—like he could predict my next steps. But he seemed to be unable to stand being alone with me for too long.

      I realized I was home when I stood in front of my house. I was fuming. The keys slipped from my hands several times while I fumbled for the right one. He was still there, standing right beside me watching how I made a fool of myself—again. Barefoot and unable to find the right key. Honestly, I was close to tears. I just closed my eyes intending to let them flow when a warm hand touched my cheek. My eyes opened and looked into his perfect green eyes. They seemed to glow with intensity, something I had never seen before, it looked beautiful. His hand trailed my jaw, his expression questioning.

      YES, I thought. Our faces were only a few inches apart, Adam was moving closer still. The anger I had just felt faded away as quickly as it had come, his gaze made sure of that. His fingers touched my lips, I let them fall open, took a deep breath and closed my eyes. I felt his warm breath brush my cheek. I smelled his scent, all of my senses screamed for his touch. After what felt like minutes, his soft lips touched mine ever so slightly, igniting a slowly burning fire in my chest.

      CLANG! A loud noise broke the silence. It sounded like metal on stone. Adam pulled away immediately. I looked around and bent down to pick up my keys. Adam was faster. He got to the metal bundle before I could even reach my hand out. The perfection of the moment was ruined. He stood there for a second, hesitant, leaning in my direction and straightening again.

      “I’ll just go then,” he suggested in a husky voice.

      I had to say something, quick, or he would just turn and walk away. Maybe I wouldn’t get another chance. I had to keep him here.

      “Adam—come in. Sophie won’t notice, I bet she’s fast asleep. You wanted to talk to me—remember? Stay—” I tried to hold him in place with my gaze.

      Adam made a quick movement and held out the key for me. I offered my open hand and he let it fall into it. His gaze was hesitant and slightly stressed. In my head, I admitted to myself that I was a loser at seduction—had never been any good at boythings anyway. Why would Adam be an exception to that? It was only natural that I had done something wrong.

      But Adam didn’t leave. He was standing there in silence, like he was rooted to the spot, watching me unlock the door. I pushed it open and, wondering if he had run off into the darkness, took a step and another and another until I had to turn to close the door behind me. He was right there in the doorway, looking at me intensely.

      “Are you sure you want me to come in?” His eyes were so honest, so unbelievably goodhearted, he could have asked anything from me in that moment, but he didn’t. All he wanted was certainty, that this was what I wanted. I nodded once, not trusting my voice. He rushed to my side and closed the door behind us. Forcing my breath to slow down, I led the way to my room.

      The stairway was dark, I stumbled twice before I made my way upstairs. I felt his eyes on me as I walked upwards. What on earth had made me say he should stay? My room wasn’t cleaned, I didn’t know what books lay around on my bed or desk, and I was pretty sure that the pile of clothes I had tried on before going out that night still lay where I had left them.

      I didn’t know if he sensed my upcoming panic, but he placed his hand on the small of my back to support me. His touch eased the panic at once and reminded me of the fire I had felt before.

      “Can you give me a second?” I asked before I opened the door to my room.

      “Sure.” He smiled.

      I opened the door only as much as I had to to slip through and pulled it shut behind me. The shoes I still held in my hand were thrown out of sight. I looked around—nothing too bad, no old pizza and no embarrassing books—just some classics and the pile of clothes. I picked it up with both arms and stuffed it into the closet. Then I smoothed the quilt on my bed and closed the window. I had a glimpse in the mirror as I hurried to the door. I took a deep breath before opening it. Adam was standing on the other side of the door. I just couldn’t believe it. One more breath and then I pushed down the handle.

      He was still standing there, solid and real.

      “Come in.” I gave him my shy smile. It worked—his expression gave away his desire. I stepped aside to let him pass. When he was inside the room he turned to close the door like he had done with the front door.

      I waited, holding my breath without knowing what to do now, until he suddenly reached for my hand. He cradled it between his own for a moment, then lifted it to his mouth and kissed it, first the back of it, then he turned it and kissed my palm. My skin burned where his lips had touched it. He pulled me closer, his arms slung around my waist. It was easy, his body against mine felt so perfect, like I was made to fit into his embrace. He kissed my lips, hesitantly first, but the kiss grew more and more intense with every movement. My hands trailed his neck up to the hair line. He shuddered. My heart beat faster and I could feel his heartbeat when he pressed tighter against my body. My knees were about to sag, I knew the signs my body gave me. But I could not possibly fall—he was holding me tight in his embrace. Before I could falter he lifted me up and carried me to the bed.

      Blood rushed to my head as I lay down, making me dizzy. I closed my eyes and tried to focus. The few seconds I had were not enough to get coherent again.

      Adam’s hand glided over my shoulder and up my throat until it reached my face. He smoothed my hair tentatively and lay down beside me. It was more than just desire that I felt, I felt a hunger to drown in the moment, I wanted to memorize it so I could keep it forever. His lips found mine again, and this time there was no hint of hesitation. I knotted my arms behind his neck, pulling him closer. My heart was racing. His breath came unsteady. He reached up and loosened my arms from his neck, I let myself fall back onto the pillow.

      He lay on his side, a distant look on his face. “I have been wondering for a long time what you would be like.”

      I gave him a questioning look. Did he mean my kissing qualities, or was he talking about something else?

      “I knew you were near and I knew it wouldn’t be long until I met you.”

      I didn’t get the meaning of what he was saying. Maybe this was because his kisses had driven any structured thought from my head.

      “I knew it was you the first time I saw you…”

      “What are you talking about?” Couldn’t he ever talk sense?

      “It’s not a very common thing—I don’t know how to explain it to you—”

      I didn’t like the words he used; Not a very common thing. “You could at least try.” I gave a forced laugh.

      “Just don’t get scared, please.” His expression was serious.

      I raised my eyebrows. “Why would I be scared?”

      Adam looked at me for one more second before his gaze roaming the room. It looked like he was searching for the right words to make it sound bearable.

      “Claire, I knew you before we first met. I knew you before I saw you for the first time. As I said, it’s not easy to understand.” He stopped talking, a worried look on his face. I wondered what my expression was like. “—Sometimes there are things I just know—about people, how they feel—even if they don’t know themselves.”

      I really couldn’t follow him anymore. What was he talking about? “What do you mean?”

      “Well, a guy today at the supermarket—he was radiating so much violence—I can only guess why. Or Ms. Weaver, your history teacher, she’s alone too much for her own good, she needs company. Every time I see her she feels lonely, and I know that she doesn’t want that company to be male.” He winked at me.

      He knew my history teacher? Very nice.

      He measured the look in my eyes for a brief second. “I know her from my time at Aurora High,” he quickly gave me the information I wanted.

      “And the woman I saw in the park this morning when I went for a walk with Antonio,” he continued, “she’s pregnant. You can’t see it yet, but she felt motherly the way only pregnant women do…But, I don’t know why I know that. It’s not like I know what they think. It’s just—I just know when I look at them, I feel it.”

      He checked my expression.

      I didn’t know what to answer, or even what to think, so I remained silent.

      He continued, more guarded now. His voice sounded almost pleading.

      “It was different with you, Claire. While I have to see the other people to know anything about them, I knew things about you before I first laid eyes on you. I knew that you would be wonderful and charming and that you would need time because you wouldn’t trust anyone too easily. Your trust is something to be earned. I knew that the facade you’ve been keeping up would be the hardest part to get by.” His voice turned softer and he sounded more at ease. “I knew that you would like Antonio, that your relationship with Ben would be difficult—Ben wouldn’t like you …you haven’t met Ben yet, he’s my brother. And—and I knew you would be beautiful—like an angel.” He smiled lightly, like a burden had been lifted from his shoulders.

      I couldn’t share his enthusiasm, I was about to lose my patience. When I didn’t answer at once, he spoke again.

      “Claire—say something?”

      “What, Adam? Are you some kind of maniac? I’ve had enough complications in my life, I’m still busy mending what has gone wrong in the past few years.”

      I was confused. I definitely had enough problems. Why couldn’t it be, that the boy I fancied was the nice guy. Why did they always turn out to be some kind of freak show. I was on my feet now.

      “I don’t understand it myself. I don’t know why I know all this stuff.—It’s just that I know, and I can’t do anything about it.” He looked at me apologetically.

      How could he be so calm, like that was nothing to worry about? If I started knowing things I shouldn’t without knowing how they got into my head, I would ask myself if I had lost my sanity.

      “So you’re telling me you know me. If you think so, why don’t you tell me what’s wrong with me, because I always fall for the freaks.” I bit my tongue. I hadn’t intended to be that precise.

      Adam’s eyes changed; not in color or in shape—it was the expression in his eyes. It was unfocused and so intense all of a sudden, I wasn’t sure if his thoughts were miles away, in another dimension. He jumped up from the bed. His body was shaking slightly. I wasn’t sure whether he was angry, or if I had offended him. It was very quiet in the room. The only noise came from my racing heart.

      Adam turned to face me for a second, then turned away, “I have to go, I’m sorry.” I wasn’t sure if it was the reflection of the dim light that I saw flashing in his light green eyes, but I was sure I had seen something—a light that had lightened the irises of his eyes from inside, a glow that was not from the intensity of his expression, but a physical gleam.

      He hurried past me without looking at me again. His steps were quiet, I couldn’t hear him until he opened the front door and closed it behind him. I hurried to the window in time to see him disappear into the darkness. The night was cloudy and nearly starless, and the street lights didn’t penetrate the dark with enough light to see very far. I pulled the curtains shut and turned away.

      It took some time to drag myself to the bathroom where I forced myself out of my clothes and into the shower. The water was a little too cool to enjoy, but it cleared my head. After a few minutes I started to shudder—the cold water was only part of the reason.

      I climbed out of the shower and wrapped the fluffy towel around my body. It was nice and warm. The toothbrush lay where I had left it. I picked it up and started brushing my teeth absentmindedly.

      A face watched me from out of the mirror. It looked a lot like mine, a toothbrush sticking out of its mouth, the foam of toothpaste on its lips. The black around its eyes made it look like the ghost of a sad clown. I reached up to touch my cheek and so did the person in the mirror. My fingers left a black trace as they slid down from my eye. Makeup was trickling down my wet face. I smiled. It looked unnatural. I bent down to wash my face clean. As I looked up again, both the black and the smile were gone.

      I found my nightie in the pile of clothes I had stuffed into the closet earlier. I let the towel fall to the ground where I stood and slipped into the piece of purple silk. Then I huddled under the quilt and turned off the light. The pillow still smelled of his scent. I inhaled deeply. It made me dizzy. Just smelling him made me feel him, like he was still lying next to me. I held very still so the memory wouldn’t fade, and let my thoughts wander back. He had brought something to life inside me. I couldn’t nail down what it was precisely, but I felt different, like I had never really seen the world before.

      And then I reminded myself of the words he had spoken—weird words—and the new part of me wanted to hide because it was ashamed. How could it happen, that what had started so wonderful earlier that night had turned into a complete disaster? It scared me.

      Why did it have to be that way? It was the last question I asked myself before I fell into an uneasy sleep.
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      My breath turned into white fog in the icy cold darkness that was streaming into my room through the open window. The long day had distressed and tired me, but I wanted to be awake. I wanted to be right there in my room, I wanted it to be dark and cold and I wanted my senses to be aware of everything. Nothing was to be missed because of my exhaustion. The cold air was hurting the bare skin of my shoulders and arms. The light shirt I wore was too thin to keep me comfortably warm.

      Warm air brushed my neck in a delicate combination with tender lips.

      “I wonder what you are looking at,” he breathed into my ear, “there is no moon, no stars, no street lights—nothing.” He kissed my neck once. “It’s completely dark…” His lips stopped moving along my neck and his voice became a bit more distant, “You’re the only light tonight.”

      My hands reached out to the sides and waited for his touch. The cold air was streaming around my body, making me shudder, but my arms stayed where they were. The freezing feeling melted away with the touch of two hands that glided from my fingertips up to my shoulders. They rested there for a second, then pulled me against a warm chest. I placed my hands on his forearms, resting them there. His breath heated my neck and cheeks. I turned in his embrace. Gleaming green eyes were staring at me hungrily, and a flash ran through them.

      I opened my eyes in shock. My forehead was wet with sweat, my hair was sticking to it. It took a little while until I found my orientation again. Then I got out of bed and dragged myself to the bathroom. Several splashes of icy water later I felt focused enough to start thinking. While heading back to my bedroom I let my thoughts wander through the dream again. The first part had felt so nice, like the conversation the evening before had never taken place. But the alien green flash in his eyes, the gleaming, it had looked like what I had seen in his eyes the night before. It was freaking me out.

      I was still trying to convince myself that it had only been some reflection, but a part of me was sure it had been something else. Trying to ignore that part, I curled up under the quilt and tried to clear my mind for the moment. No matter what he had said last night, no matter what it had meant and what it hadn’t, I had to rest before I started replaying his words in my head over and over again. Too tired to even think about thinking, I closed my eyes and soon returned to sleep.

      

      Daylight filled the room when I opened my eyes again, fog was building small white towers on the lawn in front of the house and the wind was blowing the red and brown leaves from the trees. They fell silently to the ground where they vanished between the towers of fog. It was past lunch time. I had finally fallen into a deep and restful sleep. My head was nearly as foggy as the air outside. I remembered Adam’s lips on mine, his soft embrace and his eyes. I shook my head and tried to ban the image from my mind, but his eyes were still staring at me. I hadn’t imagined the alien flash, it had looked so unnatural. I knew that there had been something strange going on last night—and I didn’t like it.

      My stomach growled loudly. I needed food—urgently. I hadn’t eaten dinner except for the piece of cake Gregory had offered me.

      I skipped most of my usual morning ritual and rushed down the stairs, pulled by the smell of Italian food. Sophie was curling spaghetti onto her fork when I entered the kitchen.

      “Good morning!” She looked up from the newspaper she was browsing through.

      “If you say so,” I snapped at her.

      “Had a bad dream, hm?” Sophie tried to make a joke out of it.

      I nodded and turned to fetch some spaghetti from the saucepan on the stove. She wasn’t supposed to suspect anything. My dear sister still had no clue about what had been going on in my room last night, and I had no intention of letting her know. I had to get my thoughts together and figure out what I wanted. More than that I had to think about what Adam had said last night. There was no way, I would let another freak ruin my well structured existence.

      “Been out late?”

      I looked up, hesitant about what to answer. No, but I stayed up late and tried to seduce Adam. Or. Yes, absolutely, very late. I decided on something in the middle that stuck to the truth somehow. “Late, but it was still dark when I got home.”

      Sophie laughed and returned to the newspaper.

      The spaghetti was almost cold. I picked up the plate and carried it to my room. There I sat down at my desk and started eating. A few minutes passed before my thoughts returned to the pressing issue I had locked away successfully for nearly ten minutes. What exactly had Adam said?

      “It’s not like I know what they think. It’s just—I just know when I look at them…” How could he know? Was he some kind of mentalist, reading people by just looking at them? Could he do it with everybody? And why did he think he knew me—I didn’t even know myself.

      “It was different with you, Claire. While I have to see the other people to know anything about them, I knew things about you before I first laid eyes on you.” What did that mean: Before he first laid eyes on me? Did he have visions? Could he see the future? And if he could, what else could he do?

      “ I knew that you would be wonderful and charming and that you would need time because you wouldn’t trust anyone too easily. Your trust is something to be earned.” He was right about that one. I didn’t trust easily. And he had ruined his chance at earning my trust before I had gotten a chance to get to know him better.

      “I knew that you would like Antonio, that your relationship with Ben would be difficult—Ben wouldn’t like you …you haven’t met Ben yet, he’s my brother. And—and I knew you would be beautiful—like an angel.” The words echoed in my head again and again. Like an angel.

      I decided that I liked his opinion on my appearance, but I was not yet sure what to make of the rest of the evening. He had been so shy and reserved whenever we had been alone before. I could imagine now, that if all he had said was true—I couldn’t exclude the possibility—it must have been hard for him to be alone with me and not being able to be himself, not being able to act naturally, always careful not to give away what he was.

      I shoved the plate aside and looked around the room. It looked the same as it had last night. The pile of clothes was still stuffed into the closet.

      My desire to do something about the whole situation brought me to my feet and let me walk over and open it. The pile fell out as I opened the doors. I picked it up, folded the clean things and put them back into the closet, then I grabbed a pair of jeans, a shirt and a sweater in one hand, the dirty clothes in the other and made my way to the bathroom.

      The dirty pile went in the washing machine. I showered, got dressed, and left the house, heading for the graveyard, the only place that calmed me down when I was confused.

      The air outside was still foggy and chilly. It was the end of September and the first cool day of the year. The street was full of people that were out for a walk. I barely noticed them. All I wanted was to be alone with my thoughts.

      When I reached the graveyard my hand hesitated on the handle of the wrought iron gate. What if Adam had decided to come here, too? I shook my head and ignored the possibility. We had missed each other coming here more than once.

      The gate swung open, squealing, as my hand pushed down the handle. I walked down the gravel path until I reached the grave of the stranger. The stone angel stood there like it had been waiting for me. The peace it spread calmed me down instantly. Adam was nowhere to be seen.

      The wind gently shook the willow’s branches. I pulled the jacket tighter around my body and walked over to lean against the trunk. My thoughts were spinning around Adam again. It was unnerving. I couldn’t run away from him. His strange behavior and his words still alarmed me a little, and his flashing eyes were a memory that scared me. But for some strange reason I wanted him near me. Like he was all I ever wanted. I didn’t understand how I could feel so split—I was running away from him and desperately wanting to be near him at the same time. It was slowly tearing me apart.

      I suddenly shuddered in disgust at my own indecisiveness. Maybe at the cold wet air, too. No way, I would find a solution by just standing around in the graveyard. I needed to clear my thoughts and I needed to be able to trust my heart.

      I was frozen when I came home, but my forehead was too hot. I had to blow my nose and cough again and again. Walking barefoot hadn’t been as brilliant an idea as it had seemed last night; and the cold moisture of the evening air didn’t make it better.

      “Bless you,” I heard Sophie calling from the living room as I sneezed heavily.

      The water I poured into the enormous cup was steaming hot. The thread of a tea bag was dangling down one side. My hands curled around the hot cup to warm up a little.

      It took two full weeks until I was totally healthy again. Time went too fast. The days flew by, fall coloring the leaves, the wind blowing them from the trees, and fog creeping through the town around the corners of the houses, making the people on the street hurry to their destinations. Adam hadn’t turned up, either at the graveyard, or at my door. He hadn’t sought my company in any way. His words were still very present in my head.

      “Maybe Miss Gabriel can tell us the correct answer?”

      I jumped. I had been looking out the window for about ten minutes or more—I couldn’t tell.

      “Miss Gabriel?” Ms. Weaver stood in front of my table looking at me with accusing eyes.

      “Sorry, I’ve been distracted.”

      “So, can you answer the question or not?”

      I shook my head, ashamed. I knew I had been lacking concentration since I’d passed the last test.

      “Can anyone?” Ms. Weaver addressed the whole class now and I turned back to the window.

      “Nineteen-Thirty-nine,” I heard a male voice say. I recognized it as Gregory’s and returned to my own thoughts.

      Had Adam lost interest after I had proven not be what he had expected, what he wanted? Why hadn’t he turned up again? He had always found me before. Was it because he didn’t want to find me. Was it about the usual stuff—one attempt, and if you didn’t end up in bed together, the boy lost interest…

      I locked the doubting voice away, back into the darkest parts of my mind. Adam tried to talk to me, I told myself. That was more important than everything else. My thoughts started circling again.

      The bell rang and Gregory’s hands shook my shoulders.

      “Wake up, girl!” he whispered into my ear. I sucked in a startled breath and nearly fell off the chair.

      “Don’t do that again,” I shot Greg an irritated look and hurried out of the classroom. I didn’t like being torn from my thoughts.

      

      I couldn’t wait to get out of the building after the long school day. I had almost reached the front door and lifted my hand to open it when Gregory held it open for me.

      “Fancy a lift home?” He smiled at me sheepishly. Nice way of apologizing—something I could get used to.

      “That would be nice, thanks.”

      Greg led the way to his car and held the passenger door open for me. Then he jumped in the other side and we were on our way.

      After a few moments of silence, he looked at me from the corner of his eye. “Claire, what’s been wrong with you the last few weeks?” His tone was cautious.

      “What do you mean by wrong?” I faked unawareness.

      “You’ve been so distant. Sometimes you seem to be miles away. I’m worried.” He looked at me for a brief second. “If there’s anything I can help you with…” His face was serious now.

      I shook my head. “Everything is fine, Greg. I’m just a bit tired—of everything, you know. Don’t worry about me.”

      “If you need someone to talk to—” he stopped the car in front of my house and turned to face me, “I’m here for you. Always.” He emphasized the last word and looked into my eyes.

      “Thank you, Greg. And thanks for driving me home.” I jumped out of the car, glad to escape further discussion. Greg’s car rolled away slowly, and the sound faded into nothing after a few seconds.

      I walked towards the front door, still lost in my thoughts, and searched my pockets for the keys; they had to be somewhere…Swoosh. Something brushed my legs and made me jump. I looked down and saw Antonio trotting around my legs. My heart missed a beat. If Antonio was here, Adam couldn’t be too far away. I looked around. Adam was nowhere to be seen. I knelt down and started stroking the dog.

      “Hello, Antonio. Have you brought Adam with you?’ I asked and a small part of me nearly expected an answer.

      The dog lay down on the porch and looked at me with big brown eyes.

      “What? Are you hungry?”

      Still looking at me, Antonio licked his muzzle enthusiastically.

      “Wait here, I’ll get you something.” I got to my feet and hurried to unlock the door.

      Inside Nigel was waiting for me to let him out. Seeing Antonio through the open door he hissed and spat once, darted out through the open door, and quickly vanished around a corner. Antonio backed away from the cat and whined miserably.

      I searched the kitchen for something dog compatible. I found some ham and carried it with me back to the front door. As I stepped back outside, Antonio was sitting a few feet away, looking at me expectantly.

      “Look, I got you some ham.”

      Antonio got to his feet and trotted over to me. He took the piece of ham carefully from my hands with his soft brown mouth.

      “Antonio!” The voice was unmistakably Adam’s. I turned to where the voice had come from, but I didn’t see Adam.

      Antonio lifted his left ear for a second and sniffed, but he stayed with me and continued eating the ham out of my hands.

      I concentrated on the nice brown color of Antonio’s fur rather than looking back to where Adam’s voice had come from. I just ignored that I had heard him. It was childish, but I couldn’t think of how to react when I saw him. And then I realized I didn’t need to think about a reaction. Adam’s sneakers had appeared behind Antonio and I was shocked; although I had known he was nearby. I didn’t dare look up. My hands started stroking Antonio’s head in a calming motion, though I was sure he wasn’t the one who needed to calm down.

      “You cannot ignore me forever,” Adam said after a minute or two. I still didn’t look up.

      “You can’t stand there forever waiting for me to stop ignoring you.” My eyes were staring at my fingers running through the soft fur.

      A few moments of silence followed.

      “I need to talk to you, Claire.” Adam’s voice was velvety soft. I forced my gaze to stay focused on my hands. I remembered having heard that sentence out of Adam’s mouth before.

      “You ran away …anyway, it’s been two weeks since.” All the accumulated disappointment was evident in my voice.

      “You are right, Claire. I ran away. And I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have.”

      He had actually come here to apologize, I couldn’t believe it. I looked up in surprise. His appearance caught me off guard. I had expected the perfect guy that had left me a few weeks earlier. Adam looked nothing like I remembered him. His hair was longer, his eyes seemed grayish instead of bright green and his smile was gone. The jeans he wore looked faded, the thick gray jacket was the only thing that seemed to be the same. My chest started hurting and my breath felt too shallow to fill my lungs.

      “What happened to you?” I whispered. I couldn’t imagine why he would look so wasted after such a short time.

      “Let’s say I had an interesting time.” He smiled, but it was a weak echo of the smiles I had gotten from his former self.

      “Interesting?” He made me curious. I wanted to know everything.

      “Can we sit down somewhere?”

      “We can go inside, Sophie won’t be home util seven.” I glanced at my watch—ten to five—and started moving towards the front door. “Come with me, Antonio.” The dog eyed me suspiciously then looked around, obviously searching for signs of Nigel.

      “The cat’s not here, don’t worry.” I encouraged him.

      Antonio rose from the floor and trotted into the house behind me. Adam followed closely.

      “Please, sit down.” I offered Adam one of the kitchen chairs. “Want something to drink?”

      “Just water.” He nodded.

      I got a glass of water for Adam and a cup of tea for myself and sat down opposite him, placing his glass between us in the middle of the table. Antonio curled up on my feet again and rested his head on his paws.

      “Shoot,” I commanded.

      “I didn’t get a lot of sleep over the past two weeks.” He stared at the kitchen table, pondering. “First, I had to study for an exam in anatomy,” he continued, “second, I had a lot to think about…And Third, I tried to ban some things from my life…”

      “Including me,” I interrupted without thinking.

      He smiled his weak smile. “No. I never had the intention of banning you from my life. Contrary, I tried to ban some things so I can keep you in my life.”

      This was starting to confuse me. I gave him a questioning look.

      “You said you don’t want a freak messing up your life.”

      The words sounded much harder in his soft broken voice than they had from me. I felt even more confused and worse, reminded of the last conversation we had had. I had accused him of being a freak. And I had made it very clear, that I didn’t want a freak in my life.

      “I tried to ban the freakpart from my life.” He tore me from my thoughts.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I tried to ignore the things I perceive, or receive—sense from people. Remember what I told you the last time we talked?”

      I nodded, suppressing the horror the memory of our last conversation inflicted.

      “I tried to not receive anything. I looked at people and didn’t see anything. I tried hard and it worked—for a few days.”

      “For a few days?” I shot him a questioning look.

      “Yes. But it cost me a lot of energy keeping it under control.” He looked at me intensely. “If I could explain any better I would. It just seems I have a talent for perceiving people’s feelings and circumstances without having them tell me.” His face grimaced. “It’s scary. It freaks me out. I can’t imagine how much it might scare you when I don’t know how to handle it myself.”

      A few moments of silence followed. His eyes were far away, still gray and lethargic, brows knitting together before he continued talking.

      “As I said, first I tried to ban it from my life, but it cost me so much energy keeping it under control.

      “When I started to ban it I couldn’t sleep anymore, I couldn’t concentrate anymore and worst of all, I couldn’t think of you anymore like I had before—The memory of your face was growing darker and it hurt, physically, to let go of you that way.” His voice embraced the word you as if it was breakable.

      I felt my mouth falling open but no sound escaped.

      “I’ve never been able to figure out where it came from, and since I can’t change it, I try to see it as a gift, like somebody else is gifted with music or art. If you take away a musician’s instrument you take away the essence of his life, the reason for his existence. They will never rest again until they find something to fill the hole you have created by robbing them of their most precious good.” He took a deep breath. “Suppressing my gift is like taking away my instrument. I need to feel the people around me. It’s my way of sensing the world. If I don’t perceive what is screaming for my attention, I ignore my second eyesight. I cannot ban what I am, Claire.” He shook his head as if to clarify his point. “I’m sorry.” His face grew harder with every word. “I just wanted to let you know that I tried. I’ll leave you alone now.” With these final words he got to his feet and headed outside, Antonio shuffling away behind him. A few seconds later the front door shut and Adam was gone.

      I was paralyzed. Trying to regain control over my body I absorbed the details of the kitchen. The walls were white and clean. The cupboards were closed and made a nice contrast with their dark red surface. The table was bare and made of light brown wood. Adam’s cup was sitting where I had put it earlier. He hadn’t even touched it.

      Adam. Adam. “Adam.” I finally found my voice. I got to my feet and headed for the door. When I stepped outside, Adam was gone.

      I sat down on the stairs and rested my head in my hands. He had come to tell me he could not be what I wanted and in my confusion I had let him go. Why on earth hadn’t I said something to make him stay? After all—he was all I wanted.

      I was still sitting on the stairs when Sophie parked her car in the driveway. Ian was with her.

      “Claire!” Sophie exclaimed disbelievingly as she saw me sitting on the cold stairs in front of the open door. I didn’t know what I looked like, but I brushed over my face with the sleeve of my thin sweater, hoping to rub a different expression onto my features.

      “Sophie, Ian, hi,” my voice sounded shaken and hoarse. I pushed myself up and went inside.

      “What’s wrong?” Sophie asked, alarmed.

      I had to smile at her horrified expression. It wasn’t like Adam had died, he had just made it clear that he thought it better to not be with me. I shrugged and forced a steadier smile.

      “I had an unpleasant conversation with a—” What exactly was he? “—friend.”

      “And that leaves you sitting on the stairs lethargically?” She shot me a measuring look.

      Sophie was right. It wasn’t right that it affected me so much. “For a moment. But I’m fine now.” I smiled again—an honest smile this time. I was thankful to have my sister. And I was thankful that she had Ian. He was good for her. She was a lot more even-tempered since they’d been together again.

      It took me a few days to digest the shock of my last encounter with Adam. From a distance, everything he had said made sense—somehow. It wasn’t like I could tell why I suddenly found I could probably live with his gift, as he called it, but I definitely knew I would get used to it—if I got a chance.

      And there still was the alien flash in his eyes—his beautiful eyes—I hadn’t thought about that for a long time. Honestly, I started to wonder if I had imagined it.

      The workload they had put on us at school helped to take my mind off things a bit. There was barely enough time left to do much with Amber or Greg—Lydia was very busy spending every second of her free time with Richard. That also meant, there wasn’t a lot of time to even think about visiting the graveyard. We all groaned under the pressure. I spent most of the evenings at home or at Gregory’s, trying to catch up with the homework and study the most important issues to spread the risk in order to decrease my chances of failing a test. Greg tried to talk me into a movie night or similar evening activities several times. Luckily I always found a plausible reason why I needed to be elsewhere. But this tactic didn’t work forever.

      “Why are you avoiding me,” Gregory asked over the rim of his notebook. Only his eyes were visible.

      “I’m not avoiding you,” I objected. “We study together—eight days a week”

      His eyes stayed guarded. “I know. That’s not what I mean.” He lowered the notebook to his lap. “You study with me, but you won’t spend time with me just for fun. I’m reduced to being a study partner.” His gaze snapped up.

      I knew this bound to happen. “Our schedule is full at the moment. What do you suggest? Ignore it? Hang out at the movies until it crashes down on us?” I knew I was being unfair, but I was still trying to figure out what I should do with Adam—or without him. I didn’t have the patience for I’m-only-your-study-pal discussions at the moment. But Greg didn’t let it go.

      “I would find some free time to just hang out with you.”

      “Yeah, that’s because you are not as dim-witted as me,” I snapped at him.

      “No,” he shook his head energetically, “that’s because you are important to me.”

      Ouch!

      “Claire?” His expression was serious. He looked more like a man than a boy, more mature. The square of his shoulders helped to enforce this impression. “I like spending time with you, even if it’s only studying. I like it because I do it with you.” He blinked several times and looked away for a moment, probably searching for words. I waited, not trusting that any action I could take would prevent him from what he was about to say.

      “I’ve been trying to show you that you mean more to me than friendship.” And there it was. Surprise! “You just don’t seem to get it if I don’t say it out loud.” No honey, I’ve been successfully ignoring it—until now. I had to be honest or it would become worse.

      “Greg,”I started, “I really, really like you. You’re one of the few people who know everything about my past, about my parents.” I didn’t know how to say it in a sensitive way, so I took the first phrase that came to my mind. “Greg, there is another boy I’m in love with. I’m sorry.” I realized what I had just said and my head stumbled on the words.

      Gregory didn’t look surprised. “It’s that older guy, isn’t it? The one from the club.” It was no question.

      I nodded, my gaze fixed on my hands. “I don’t want to hurt you, Greg. It hurts me, having to tell you this; but, you’re my best friend, I owe you honesty.” It was right, letting him know. Keeping him in the dark would only make it worse for him.

      He looked at me, thinking for a minute.

      “Let’s return to page twelve. We still have a lot of work to go through.” He smiled; but it didn’t seem easy for him, holding his lips curled in place. As soon as he thought I wasn’t watching anymore, his face fell.

      

      I handed in my homework and went back to my seat. Gregory had picked the seat behind mine. He stared through me absentmindedly as I packed my books into my bag impatiently. To make it easier for him, I had suggested we reduce the time we spent together, but Gregory had insisted on studying with me as always. I won’t let that bother our friendship, he had said the other night. For some reason I had believed him. On the other hand, I was sure that he wouldn’t be so tolerant when he saw Adam kissing me, if he ever kissed me again. My thoughts trailed off …I hadn’t seen Adam for too many days and I wasn’t sure if I would ever see him again, but …Again the newly gained knowledge exploded in my head, sending hot shivers down my spine. I was sure of one thing: I was in love with him.

      I tried to focus on the lecture. I couldn’t do anything about my feelings. I wanted to tell Adam that I had decided, I didn’t care about his special talents. When I thought of them as supernatural and defined supernatural with its original meaning, as super—more than average—and natural, I was able to deal with them. By that definition he had talents that others didn’t. Who cared. I had known he was special right from the beginning; his talents were just another proof of this already old fact.

      I was surprised how my love for Adam had made me feel differently about the things I had shied away from at first.

      “What’s so interesting about Kant?” Amber babbled beside me.

      Lydia shot her a bewildered look and shook her head. “You can’t understand the importance and momentousness of his work if you’re talking like that,” she said disbelievingly.

      Amber frowned at her. I wasn’t interested in joining the conversation about the philosopher.

      The three of us were heading towards the parking lot. I drove to school when it was too cold to walk. Today it was especially chilly. The clouds in the sky were heavy with rain. It was only a matter of time until they would burst and spread their contents over Aurora.

      “…In Critique of Pure Reason he tried an investigation into the limitations and structure of reason itself. It encompassed an attack on traditional metaphysics and epistemology…” Lydia was quoting the whole biography to Amber.

      We were hurrying across the lawn and along the wall of the main building. My heart missed a beat as we turned the corner to the parking lot. Adam was standing a few feet ahead, an open book in his hands, leaning against the wall.

      “…The other main works of his maturity are the Critique of Practical Reason, which concentrates on ethics, and the Critique of Judgment…” Lydia finally fell silent. Amber nudged me with her elbow.

      “Are you waiting for somebody?” I called to him.

      He looked up and in our direction. I could see even from this distance that he had his hair cut and his whole appearance showed no lack of energy this time.

      “You!” he called back and made a step in my direction.

      I slowly walked towards him, curious.

      Lydia and Amber stayed behind. “Good luck,” Amber whispered as I took the first step in his direction.

      After a few strides I was near enough to notice that even his eyes looked better. They were light green as usual and twinkled at me.

      “Hi,” I finally said, when I was close enough to speak at a normal level.

      “Can I borrow you for a while,” Adam asked, a serious look on his face.

      I wasn’t sure what he wanted, why he had come here; but it seemed fate was giving me a second chance. “Sure,” I nodded eagerly.

      “It looks like rain,” he observed, “maybe we should go somewhere inside.”

      “The coffee shop on the other side of the street, Noel’s,” I suggested in a hoarse voice. My hand was in the pocket of my jacket and played with the spoon that was still waiting there to be extracted from the tissue and cleaned. Ew, I thought and I cleared my throat nervously.

      “No need to be nervous,” he smiled at me, reassuring. I trembled slightly at this reminder of his particular talents.

      “Shall we—” he asked and started walking towards Noel’s. I fell into step beside him silently, a growing curiosity in my stomach. I was still wondering what he wanted.

      The first big drops were falling from the sky as we hurried inside. I looked back over my shoulder and saw Amber and Lydia heading towards Amber’s car.

      Noel’s was a small coffee shop. It was cozy and friendly with its comfortable armchairs and broad cushioned sofas. Big windows let in the daylight and soft old jazz music streamed through the small shop completing the atmosphere. In the morning it was always crowded with people who were desperate for their daily caffeine rush, during lunchtime some business people sat there, substituting their lunch with a cup of strong black coffee and in the afternoons the shop was usually populated mainly with couples and students. Today the shop was nearly empty.

      “Hey there,” Noel greeted us with a friendly smile.

      Adam led me to a table at the window. I took a seat in one of the big, comfortable green armchairs and waited. He sat down across from me in a crimson one. The red velvet contrasted with his light green eyes. I felt the knot in my stomach slowly return. Adam’s eyes snapped up.

      “Everything alright?” he asked in a worried voice.

      I moved my head in a slow circle, not knowing whether to nod or shake it. And then I remembered most likely he would know, how I felt. I didn’t know how his talent worked exactly, but I thought it possible that he could feel everything I felt right now; when I was embarrassed, or undecided, when I was happy or—I didn’t want to think it—when I felt desire for his irresistible kisses…

      “How do you stand it?” I asked strangely annoyed by my transparency.

      “What?” he looked at me questioningly.

      “The feelings,” I voiced my assumption and blushed. I leaned towards him and lowered my voice, “The things you perceive.” This sounded so absurd.

      Adam looked up as the white haired Noel shuffled towards us from behind the counter. I leaned back in my armchair, forcing nonchalance into my expression.

      “What can I bring you?” He pulled a pen from his apron and scribbled down our orders.

      “A hot chocolate, please, and a glass of water,” I answered at once. Old Noel really sold the best coffee in the area, but the chocolate was something you didn’t get anywhere else in town.

      “A cappucino for me, please,” Adam said.

      Noel gave us a wide smile which made his face all wrinkly under the waves of his white hair, and walked back behind the counter.

      “So—where did we stop?” Adam leaned towards me, a challenging glare in his eyes, “—ah yes, you’ve asked something.”

      “That’s right,” I mocked from my armchair, “do I get an answer?”

      “You asked me how I stand it—” His eyes darkened, his brows pulling together, “—it’s not exactly easy. Well, easier than it was in the beginning, but still …it’s easier than trying to keep it away.” He looked at me seriously.

      “Why are you here,” It was the question I had wanted to ask since I’d seen him leaning against the wall. I silently agreed with Etta James, whose voice was coming from the speakers. At last, my love has come along …my lonely days are over…, I hoped so much that she was right.

      “I came here because—because I missed you—more than I thought possible.” His face brightened for a fraction of a second after my heart jumped with joy. “Thank you,” he answered my reaction. “Thank you, for feeling that way.”

      I found myself caught by surprise yet again and looked away from him.

      Noel was on his way towards us again, carrying two cups on a small tray. “Here you go, kids.” He put the tray down onto the table and headed back like he knew we were in a delicate conversation.

      “Sorry,” I heard Adam say as I watched Noel disappear, “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “You didn’t,” I lied, but I knew he wouldn’t have any problems seeing through it.

      He smiled half-heartedly, as if searching for words. “If you are willing to take me back,” His smile turned into a grimace of tension, “…I know it’s not easy for you, considering all the weird things…but I swear, you’ll never regret it.”

      I froze right there, where I was, in my armchair. Had he just asked me to take him back? My thoughts flashed back to the last time I had seen him, his kisses…

      I found a thrill to rest my cheek to, a thrill that I have never known. Oh, yeah when you smile…, Etta sang along, and this time she was right.

      “You know what, Adam,” I looked at him with certainty. “I’ve been thinking about the…weird things—and I found I can handle it…that you are kind of supernatural, I mean.”

      He laughed cheerfully and leaned even farther over the table reaching out for my hand with his own. “I love you, Claire. If you say you don’t want me with my odd gifts, I can live with that. I just couldn’t live with not letting you make the choice. I had to come here today to tell you what I feel for you, so you can decide what to make of it—to send me away, or to love me back.”

      My head filled with absolute silence while my heartbeat sped up and pulsed through my body making me dizzy. I couldn’t believe my ears. Had he just said he loved me?

      “You’re confused,” he said in a broken voice and his fingers closed around my hand more securely. It wasn’t a question and he was right. I was confused; but happy, couldn’t he feel that, too? I closed my eyes for a second, letting his words wash over me once more, and took a deep breath.

      I knew what would happen when I opened my eyes. His gaze would bore into them burning away my senses. I left them shut for another breath. He released my hand from his grip.

      When I opened my eyes he had leaned back in his armchair, gazing at me intensely.

      “What do you receive from me—right now?” I asked him, staring back into his handsome face.

      His light green eyes looked at me for a moment, his features tensing into a thoughtful expression. “Right now—caution …and…,” he answered with an earnest voice.

      I picked up my cup from the table and took a sip of hot chocolate to hide my embarrassment.

      “Don’t be ashamed,” he said reassuringly and shook his head slowly. It made loose black strands dance on his forehead. He ran his left hand through his dark hair. The movement made his shirt stretch tightly over his muscular torso, and another feeling that had already surged up in my chest when he had said he loved me intensified by a hundred times. It was like the fire he had lit when I had felt that body against mine while we had kissed.

      I heard him inhale. Hoping that he wouldn’t know what I was feeling at the moment, I continued to drink my hot chocolate.

      He chuckled to himself, “…and longing.” I could imagine perfectly well how amusing it would be for him, feeling my desire for him burn in me.

      I let my gaze wander over to the window to hide my blush. The rain was getting heavier still. The dark gray clouds were brewing into a purple, almost black mass in the sky and the water they set free formed big puddles on the street and sidewalk. I realized that guaranteed me some time with Adam, at least until the rain wore off and we could leave the cafè without the danger of drowning.

      “If you feel all these things at the same time, how can you distinguish between your own feelings and others? I mean, there are three people in the room, how do you know which feelings belong to whom? And how do you know when you’re in a big crowd. Don’t get me wrong, but …how can you be sure which feelings are your own, and which of them belong to somebody else? And how do you know that it’s my longing,” I spat out the word, “and not Noel’s?”

      If I wanted to be with him I had to know how his abilities worked, so I wouldn’t go crazy.

      “That is a lot of questions,” he smiled at my apprehension.

      “What? Don’t you think I have a right to know what I’m getting myself into?” I demanded. “I mean, if I consider being with you,” I quickly added, so it wouldn’t sound too accusing. “Don’t you think it would help me with my decision?”

      “You do have the right. And I want to answer your questions,” he started. “First, I have to say that it doesn’t work all the time. It’s been getting more and more regular over the last few months, though.” His shifted in his seat, “How do I distinguish between my own feelings and somebody else’s? I can’t tell how I do it exactly, but I know because my own feelings come from inside me and the others’ seem to come from somewhere outside.”

      I tried to paint the picture before my inner eye, but it didn’t work. “I don’t understand.”

      “I can feel what others feel while I look at them. If they are out of sight, I cannot perceive more than anyone else.”

      His statement appeased me in a pulse calming way. So I wasn’t completely transparent to him.

      “So you don’t feel Noel’s emotional state right now,” I continued.

      “Since I’m not looking at him directly at the moment—no.”

      “Which would mean that if you look away from me, you don’t perceive me either?”

      He shook his head.

      “Is it enough for you to just fix on a point a foot away, or does it have to be another direction? Do I have to vanish from your peripheral vision before you don’t feel me anymore?”

      “Peripheral vision will do. If the person is outside my peripheral vision I can’t sense anything.”

      “So it isn’t a bad as I thought…,” I murmured more to myself.

      Adam chuckled, “No it isn’t—Not that bad.”

      I had to laugh.

      “But as long as you somehow see them, you feel what they’re feeling.” I wanted to get it right, so I knew for the future.

      “Yes.”

      “And you can’t do anything about it.”

      “I could, but you saw what happened last time. It makes me lifeless and tires me. I don’t think I can survive too long without sleep and without energy.”

      “So, is that what you do? Take away their energy?” I asked thoroughly alarmed.

      Adam seemed taken aback. “I could never do that—even if I knew how. It just diminishes my own energy when I keep myself from seeing, or feeling, more than others do.” He frowned at the memory of the few weeks he had tried. “I feel like I lose a part of what I am and it makes me ill.”

      I nodded and shuddered at the memory of our last conversation. His eyes had been more of a gray than a light green then and he had looked seriously down; like he hadn’t slept one single night in the weeks before. Shying away from the picture, I threw myself into the conversation more eagerly. At least he looked normal today—if you could call his mesmerizing appearance normal. “And if you look at somebody, you know everything about them?”

      “Not at all. I mainly feel what they feel. And most of the time I get the main idea behind that feeling …why they feel that way. When I spend a lot of time with a person I start to notice patterns—like in behavior—and that makes it much easier to guess accurately at their reasons. The better I know someone the easier it gets.” He paused for a minute to take a few sips of his coffee. “It’s not that easy with everybody however, some people are harder to read than others.”

      “Hm,” I murmured deep in concentration.

      “What about me? You said it was different with me…You told me you knew things about me before you first met me.” I confronted him with his own statement.

      They sounded so absurd, the words I had just spoken. If somebody would have heard me they’d think I was mental.

      He eyed me for a moment, considering. “I guess that was because you’re different from the others—for me at least. It was only one single time that I had that …let’s call it an emotional vision of you, that I felt somebody whom I didn’t look at.

      “That’s what makes you so special, Claire—you’ve been there in my life before you were really there—physically I mean.” His face darkened. “But since the vision, I’ve never felt you when I didn’t look at you.” Adam’s gaze washed over me briefly. “Don’t think it doesn’t scare me not knowing how you are, how you feel, when I don’t see you.—It pains me to be away from you.”

      I listened to him carefully, taking in his every word.

      “When I had my vision of you I felt a certain pattern without knowing where to put it. I hadn’t seen you yet and still I felt everything you were. It was like I was taken through your life in time lapse. I know so much about you, though I don’t know anything at all. I know there was so much pain in your past…”

      My eyes widened in shock. “How can you feel things that happened years ago? That’s not—normal, I guess?” I couldn’t find a better word to describe it.

      “There is hardly anything normal about the way I perceive you, Claire,” he said, mocking. “After I had that emotional vision, I knew that you were everything I wanted. It drove me crazy that I couldn’t relate it to somebody I knew. You know, it’s fairly annoying, searching around for a face matching the pattern. All I knew was that I had to find you …though I had no idea what you would look like—except for your beauty, I was sure of that—” He let his head sink to his chest. “It was frustrating, running around day after day. I knew so much about you, but still I didn’t know where to find you …maybe you weren’t in Aurora at all.”

      I imagined Adam striding through the streets staring at every woman who passed him in the hope of finding the right one to match his emotional visions.

      The things he told me slightly distressed me, but I tried to be openminded. I wanted to hear all of it, I wanted to know. “Why did you come to the graveyard that day?” I asked, hoping for the whole story to make sense soon.

      “I don’t know exactly …somehow, I felt the urge to visit my Gran’s grave. And I was more than surprised to find you there. I had given up on the thought of finding you—though I didn’t know it was you then. You know what I mean…” He rested his head against the back of his chair and looked up at the ceiling. His expression was glowing with excitement. “—And everything clicked into place. I saw you and knew that it was you who matched the pattern I loved already, so it had to be you that I loved. And so I do …I love you.”

      My insides melted away as he looked at me intensely with his soft green eyes as he spoke the last three words. His sensual lips pulled into a sweet but serious smile.

      If he felt what I felt now he wouldn’t stay on the other side of the table too long.

      For a moment his eyes grew wild with the fire that was licking at the insides of my chest, then he turned away. I stretched my fingers towards the glass of water, and gulped down half of it. Its cool contents streamed down the insides of my throat and farther down into my stomach; like it could erase the hot flames from my chest. Adam chuckled again, his hands clutching the cup in front of him.

      “Not funny,” I told him with a sarcastic frown.

      “I know, I’m just—” he searched for the right words for a moment, “—impressed.”

      “What?” Incomprehension crept through my mind. “Why would you be impressed?”

      “I’m impressed by how you handle it…” He laughed. “Most girls have no self control at all.”

      I could guess what he was trying to say.

      “Most girls—preconditioned that they are interested in me, and trust me—which of course, I would know—radiate their desire with such force that it knocks me off my chair.”

      “And you give them what they want, I suppose—easy prey.” I said, more to myself.

      Adam looked at me, alarmed. “No. That’s exactly what I don’t do. It’s more like I try to save myself before they can get their claws in me.” And then he chuckled again.

      “Still—Not funny,” I repeated. I was positive that my cheeks were flaming red with shame.

      “It’s still very dark and wet outside. What do you want to do until the eternal rain stops out there?” he changed the topic.

      “Uhm, no idea.” I looked at him, helpless.

      “What about you coming over here to my side of the table?”

      “And why exactly would I do that?” I tried to make my voice sound casual.

      “So I can hug you and kiss you and celebrate that I found you,” he glanced at me sheepishly.

      “Come and get me,” I teased. And in no more than a second he was right in front of me, pulling me out of the armchair and spinning me against his chest. He looked into my eyes for a moment. “May I?” he asked and slowly touched his lips to mine. I half nodded, half shook my head, not knowing what he meant, but when I felt his warm lips on mine I pressed myself more tightly against his body. He turned around with me, never taking his lips off mine. We landed in my armchair, his knees balancing my weight and I leaned into his arms comfortably. For some reason I didn’t care about what old Noel would be thinking. I was just happy.

      I couldn’t tell how long we had been kissing—it seemed like hours—when I heard somebody clear their throat.

      I looked up from Adam’s face, my lips still glued to his, and recognized Noel standing there, next to our table.

      “If you don’t mind, I would appreciate if you left now,” he said in an apologetic voice.

      Did he honestly throw us out because of our kissing? Yeah, sure, it had been a bit heavy, but…

      “It’s nearly seven, I have to close,” he continued, the same polite expression on his face. I wasn’t sure if I saw a twinkle in his right eye when he turned and walked away.

      Adam heaved me to my feet while standing up and looked at his watch. “So late already.”

      I had a glimpse at the window. The rain had almost stopped its apocalyptic fall and the puddles in the street were starting to slowly dry up.

      Adam helped me into my jacked, gentleman that he was, and held the door for me after we had paid at the counter. Noel gave us a wide smile as we walked out the door.

      “Good luck, kids!” I heard him call in a laughing voice as we were already dancing around the first puddle towards the parking lot.
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      I was lying on my bed, my feet curled snuggly under my body and my face buried in my pillow. I pressed it hard into the soft material. It was radiating from every cell in my body: Adam loved me. And I was so much in love with him, that I didn’t trust myself to lift my face from the pillow. I was afraid I would scream out loud, call it from every roof in the whole damn city of Aurora, that I loved him. It was an understatement—I couldn’t really describe these kind of feelings. Nobody had ever made me feel this way.

      My thoughts drifted back to the afternoon at Noel’s again. It had been the most amazing day in my existence. I could still smell the coffee, hear the low jazz music and—what was much more important than those memories—I could still feel his mouth on mine and feel his breath on my face, in my mouth.

      I slowly lifted my head and turned to lie on my back and let my memories wander…

      The rain had been so heavy that the parking lot had been more a lake than solid ground. Adam had held my hand the whole way to my car.

      “When can I see you again?” he had asked between two soft kisses, not leaving nearly enough space for my lips to answer. I had torn away from his unbelievably addictive embrace and gripped the sleeves of his jacket.

      “Tomorrow,” I had breathed.

      He had pulled me back into his arms and rested his face against my hair for a moment, then kissed it. “Time will stretch endlessly, I can feel it already, as I have to let you out of my embrace now.”

      I had felt his warm breath in my hair while he had spoken and I had pulled free to kiss him one more time before I had unlocked the car and gotten into the driver’s seat.

      “I’ll pick you up after school,” he had called as I started the engine. I had waved back with my free hand, steering the car out of the parking spot with the other.

      I had driven home like I had been dazed with an astoundingly beautiful dream. The car had wound around the corner and into the street to my house without my conscious interaction…

      That had been a week ago. Time had passed too fast with Adam around every spare minute. I honestly had to find a way of stretching the day to twenty-eight hours, so I could fit all my work load for school and endless time with my gorgeous boyfriend into it. But that wasn’t the way the world worked.

      Adam had to study, too, and that also took time away from us—more often than I found bearable. We spent as much time together as possible and every single minute felt like it was going too fast.

      I hated it when I had to let him go in the evenings. Sophie couldn’t make any restrictions, I was legally of age, but she eyed us critically each time I was glued to Adam’s face like I’d rather stay there for the rest of my life. And she was right, it was better to keep a bit of distance—for now—at least during the nights, so I would be able to improve my obscene amount of sleep.

      Lydia was pleased with the way it had turned out—that Adam and I were together.

      Amber on the other hand had been behaving a bit ambivalent since I had told her. I knew that she found him more than desirable, and she let me know time and time again, that she was worrying how serious Adam might—or might not—be with me; that I should be careful that he wouldn’t drop me like a hot potato when he met a college girl who could take my position easily.

      Of course, I didn’t tell them anything about Adam’s gifts. If I had they would have freaked out more than I had when he had first told me. I remembered the evening with a smile.

      And of course he had told me a lot about how he felt towards me, but I wasn’t fool enough to believe everything blindly. I knew there was a good chance he was taking advantage of my affection. I was careful around him not to feel too much. I always tried to keep my emotions under control, so I wouldn’t be as transparent as everybody else. But whatever I did, how hard I tried, Adam caught me off guard with his breathtaking appearance, his marvellous face, his beautiful eyes, his soft full lips that I missed on mine as soon as he pulled away from our too rare kisses.

      I was transparent to him, an open book. He always said he liked that he could see me in more than one way, that he had the emotional information as well. It made my time with him both wonderful and exhausting. The knowledge that somebody could see right through me took some getting used to. He said he couldn’t do it all the time, but I wasn’t sure if I believed him. To me it seemed like he felt everything—especially the things I most wanted to hide: Embarrassment, my wild and irrational longing for his kisses…

      I slid to the edge of the bed and changed for the night. I hadn’t seen Adam today and the hours were dragging more than ever. I couldn’t wait to have him here again. He had promised to pick me up tomorrow after lunch. I had pleaded with him to tell me what we were going to do, but he hadn’t told me. “Patience, love,” he had said and pecked me on the cheek before he jogged down the street with Antonio at his heels.

      I walked around the room in my nightie pondering my options. Go downstairs and watch TV with Sophie and—most likely—Ian, or go to sleep and hope for the night to be over soon, so I could be with Adam again.

      While heading for the bathroom I decided on the second option. Getting some sleep was good. My system needed a rest from the continuous rush of hormones. I grabbed my toothbrush and cleaned my teeth until they felt like polished marble. I flashed a smile into the mirror and nodded to myself, satisfied with my work. I washed my face and dried it.

      I moved as slowly as possible to make the time go by.

      “Do you think you’ll be out soon?” Sophie knocked at the door.

      “I’m nearly finished,” I called back, threw the towel onto a hook and opened the door. “Sorry.” I smiled at her.

      “Are you going to bed already?” she asked with a questioning look at my clothes. “It’s only nine.”

      “Uhm, yes. I think so.”

      Back in my room, I opened the window for a few minutes to let in some fresh air. Waiting for the air to stream in, I got my bag, pulled out my mp3-player and put on the headphones. Music trickled into my ears, soothing and comforting.

      The cool air calmed me. I walked over to the window and inhaled deeply before I closed it and pulled the curtains shut. I lay down on my bed, nestled under the quilt and switched off the light. I turned down the volume of the music a little so I would fall asleep in a little while.

      The melody was beautiful. It was one of my favourite pieces of music—Tomaso Albinoni’s Adagio in G Minor. I loved the tension of the strings and the harmony. Usually it made my sad, but tonight it just gave me an incredible feeling of warmth and calm. It wasn’t long until I dozed off and fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.

      

      It was early when I woke up. I hadn’t moved all night, or if I had I wouldn’t know since I woke up in the same position I had fallen asleep. The headphones were where I had placed them last night—on my head, covering my ears, but they were silent.

      The autumn sun was fighting its way through wafts of haze and mist. Only some leaves remained on the trees, the grass was brown and dead by now. It was Sunday. Sunday, the seventeenth of October. It was my nineteenth birthday.

      I wasn’t exactly happy about getting older, but I wasn’t as reluctant as other women my age either. Today I was less reluctant than ever, because I had been looking forward to it for a few days. It was not because it was my birthday, it was because I would see him again.

      I pulled the headphones off and threw them onto the bedside table. A few minutes later I was under the shower. I washed my hair thoroughly, shaved my legs, brushed my teeth, dried my hair, and finally got dressed.

      Today I decided on something more occasion-fitting. I put on deep blue jeans and a dark gray and purple striped blouse. Then I went to my room and pulled open the drawer of the bedside table. Inside lay a slim blue velvety box. I picked it up and opened it carefully. I let the necklace of pearls slide into my hands. I weighed it in my palm for a second and laid the box aside. Then I lifted the shiny white pearls to my throat and clasped them behind my neck. They still fit. Heavy with memories, they lay on my collarbone. They had once been my mother’s, now they were mine. I glanced in the mirror and, for a moment, I saw a similarity.

      I didn’t have my mother’s eye color, but the shape was more or less the same. My mouth curved the same way hers had, and I had the same cheekbones—high and wide. I looked at the photograph on my shelf and saw the identical cheekbones on her face. She was older in the picture than I was now, and my father was standing beside her, winding his arms around her and smiling into the camera with his perfect teeth and deep brown eyes.

      I coudn’t help remembering the day that the picture had been taken. It had been during the Christmas holidays at my Gran’s place. Sophie and I had been allowed to stay up late, and Gran had told us stories about how they had celebrated when she had been a child. She had died shortly after.

      Gran had been a wise person, and very kind. I was sure that my father had gotten his patience and friendly nature from her. I didn’t know my grandpa—nobody did. He had vanished after the first night with my father’s mother. They hadn’t known each other for very long, but she always said ‘Your grandpa was the only man I ever loved—if only for a short time.’ I trusted her to be honest. For all the years that I had known her she had never spoken a bad word about him.

      All I knew about him was what my gran had told me. He had been a foreign historian on some research trip. Obviously I hadn’t inherited his talent.

      My mom had been a very independent woman, a very caring and full heartedly loving mother. She always sat on my bed at night when I had bad dreams—and I had had a lot of them. She had read stories to me when I had been very young and when I had been a little older, we had invented stories together. I couldn’t imagine a better mother anywhere on the planet.

      My dad had adored her so much. I remembered how he looked at her when she smiled, how he seemed to never be able to be angry with her, how he had been so kind and understanding that she had been able to lean on him with all her sorrows. Their relationship seemed to flow so naturally.

      The reflection in the mirror looked back at me with big blue-gray eyes. I ran my hands over the fabric of my blouse to straighten it and headed downstairs.

      Sophie was lounging on the sofa with Ian, her arms tightly wrapped around his waist, her head resting on his chest and Nigel resting on her lap, purring contently.

      “Don’t you ever tell me again, I mustn’t invite boys for an overnight stay,” I muttered under my breath, crossing the room.

      “That’s different,” she answered, “Ian and I are a couple.”

      I froze, not having expected her to hear my words.

      “And Adam is what?” I shook my head, “Some stranger, trying to rob us as soon as I close my eyes and turn my back on him?”

      Sophie laughed at my little outburst. “It’s just that you’ve only been together for such a short time. I’m not sure if it will last.” The last few words were so low I wasn’t sure I hadn’t imagined them.

      She had no idea. Adam and I were meant to be—sort of. I loved him, so much already that I wasn’t sure if I could live without him ever again. I had taken him with all his supernatural gifts and he loved me with all my normality, my being more ordinary than anyone.

      “Happy birthday by the way,” Ian got to his feet, reaching out one hand to congratulate me. I grabbed it without enthusiasm and rolled my eyes. I didn’t like birthdays. Or, to be precise: I didn’t like my birthday. It always reminded me of the times when my parents had still been with us, of the celebrations we had together. It hurt to think back to those days.

      “Sorry I’m hanging around your place all the time,” Ian tore me from my thoughts, “but you know, I have to seize what time I might get with her before Sophie changes her mind again.” He winked at me and I had to smile. Sophie shot him a warning look, lifting Nigel up in the air as if she was going to throw him at Ian. A playfully cruel smile curled her lips up at the corners. Nigel hissed, protesting. I could vividly imagine the cat flying through the air and sinking its claws into Ian’s face as it landed there.

      “Your present is on the kitchen table,” she said to me. “Congratulations, you’re officially old now.” She grimaced, Nigel back on her stomach, purring violently at the comfortable strokes of her hands. I knew she was thinking more of her own age, which she measured as far beyond old.

      I went to the kitchen and saw the big flat present sitting in the middle of the table. It was wrapped in purple paper with a yellow ribbon around it. A bunch of purple fluff was sitting in one corner—big surprise! I had to grin.

      I picked the present up and opened it carefully. Inside was a gray paper box. I lifted the lid to have a glimpse at the contents. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Inside, neatly folded, lay a silk gown of an icy blue color. I took it from the box and let it fall against my body. When I looked down I saw how pretty it was.

      “Thanks, Sophie!” I called towards the living room while I walked towards the mirror in the front room.

      It was more than pretty; it was beautiful. The icy blue brought out the color of my eyes.

      “It’s from Ian and me,” she said as she came to stand beside me, the still purring cat folded up in her arms. “And hell yeah, he was right—it does make your eyes beautiful.”

      I looked at her appreciative gaze. “Thank you. It’s really wonderful.”

      “I thought you might need something for prom,” Ian called from the living room. He had sat back down on the couch, following the TV-show with mild interest.

      “Yeah, right!” I called back at him, wondering if Adam would accompany me there. I really wanted to have him with me. Nobody would laugh at me when he was there next to me. I wondered silently what he would look like in a tuxedo, and had to suppress a nervous giggle.

      Ian stayed with us for lunch. He told me every single detail about how they had picked the dress out. I was impressed how he had helped Sophie with the decision about color and cut. It was like he, contrary to my sister, knew more precisely what would fit and what wouldn’t.

      Sophie on the other hand had never been any good at birthday presents. Mostly, she bought things she would like to have herself. It had become a repetitively occurring habit at birthdays; buying me something she wanted or needed, and then borrowing it straight away, for I wouldn’t use the present anyway.

      The seconds were trickling by unnaturally slow; like they had a semifluid consistency which kept them from passing any faster.

      I honestly enjoyed celebrating with my family—or with what was left of it—but still, waiting for Adam seemed to make lunch gray and long. It was almost two o’clock when I finally cleaned up the dishes and sat back down at the kitchen table to wait.

      After a few more minutes I finally heard the sound I had been waiting for—the ring of the door bell.

      “Claire,” Sophie called from the living room. “Door!”

      I didn’t need her reminder. I was already on my feet, sprinting for the front door to open it.

      My heart was racing. Before opening the door, I took a deep breath and pulled my hair out of my face with a quick nervous movement. The door swung open easily, and my heart jumped with joy at the sight of Adam standing outside with a wide and tender smile on his lips.

      “Hey, love,” he said lightly.

      “Hey, Adam,” I answered, utterly perplexed at the perfection of his white teeth flashing behind his lips.

      He pulled me into a tight hug and whispered into my ear. “Happy Birthday, Claire.”

      I felt his lips brushing my ear as he spoke and a shiver ran down my spine.

      “Come in, Adam,” Sophie called over my head.

      He pulled away from me and greeted Sophie politely.

      “Really sorry, Sophie, but we’ve got to get going. I’m already late.” He shot me a mysterious glance and pulled me towards his car. “Next time. Say hello to Ian,” he called over his shoulder while heading for the passenger door to open it for me.

      “Where are we going,” I asked a little annoyed and excited at the secrecy.

      “Surprise,” he answered, climbing into the driver’s seat and starting the engine.

      It took us several minutes to reach our destination. I just recognized where we were heading when Adam pulled into the driveway of his house. So, that was where we were going.

      I looked at him with a disbelieving gaze. The car rolled slowly along the driveway through the leafless alley. The grounds were of enormous dimensions. In all directions, there was park and even more park. After rolling for a minute, Adam stopped the car and cut the engine in front of the house. He got out and walked around the car to open my door again.

      My face still felt frozen in a disbelieving mask when I got out of the soft leather seat.

      Adam held out his hand, but I didn’t take it.

      I followed him towards the front door which opened when we reached the stairs. A middle aged man in a black suit held it open for us.

      “Welcome home, Master Adam,” the man greeted him politely and bowed. “My lady.”

      “Good afternoon, Geoffrey,” Adam said in a friendly tone. He pulled me to his side by the hand and turned to speak to the man in black again. “May I introduce you to my girlfriend, Claire.”

      I smiled at the man politely and lifted a hand to form a shy wave. “Hi.”

      My voice sounded very strange—absurdly unrealistic—in the impressive entrance hall. My eyes were wandering up and down fascinatingly decorated walls and high ceilings. On the first floor a wide balcony was carried by four massive columns. A broad marble staircase swung its way down on the right side of the balcony to face the big wooden front door. The space to the left and to the right led to two big doors. The dark wood was decorated with delicate carvings.

      The left wing of the left door was half open and the sun was throwing a long shadow in our direction. It was the shadow of a slender woman. I could only recognize her shape against the light.

      “Mom,” Adam said with a smile on his lips.

      He pulled me towards the woman.

      “You could have warned me,” I murmured under my breath and nudged his ribs with my elbow.

      He turned to face me. “Why?”

      “Because we are standing in the middle of the White House.” It sounded more like a question.

      Adam chuckled quietly and towed me along beside him. I could see the woman more clearly now that we were closer. Her reddish brown hair was pulled into a ponytail with light curls falling down to her shoulders. Her face was polite and friendly looking, but impossible to read. She was in her forties. A few wrinkles at the corner of her eyes gave away her age. I wondered if she had been expecting us. The skirt of the deep blue cotton dress she wore waved slowly around her knees as she took a step forward to kiss Adam on the cheek.

      “Hello son,” Mrs. Gallager welcomed Adam warmly. “And this is—” Her glance shifted to my face and she read my expression with big brown eyes. Her lips curved into a polite smile.

      “—Claire,” I answered quickly and held out my hand. “Claire Gabriel.”

      She took it and nodded at Adam in acknowledgement. Geoffrey shuffled his feet behind us.

      “Welcome to our home,” Mrs. Gallager said, her smile a bit warmer than before. “Adam’s already told us some things about you.”

      “Only the good things, I hope.” The nervous feeling in my stomach started to transform into hysterical nausea. Why hadn’t he told me he was going to introduce me to his parents? Did he know I wouldn’t have agreed? And why the hell hadn’t he told me about the palace he was living in? I had caught a glimpse of it the day I had driven him home, but there had been no way I could have guessed the dimensions of the mansion. He—or his parents—had to be incredibly rich to own a place like this.

      “Mainly that today is your birthday. Congratulations, by the way.”

      “Thanks, Mrs. Gallager.”

      “Please, call me Jenna.”

      “Fine then, Jenna.” We smiled at each other, and it felt like the ice had broken.

      Jenna led the way towards a large living room. Dark parquet sparkled in the sunlight which fell through huge, white framed windows. Heavy wooden furniture stood against white walls, the contrast making it seem even more impressive.

      “Please, have a seat.” Jenna said in her warm voice, showing me to a creme colored brocade sofa.

      I sat down carefully. Adam sat down next to me, taking my hand in his. In his faded jeans and gray hooded sweater he looked just as out of place as I felt. My clothes were better, though.

      Jenna sat down opposite me. She leaned back in the armchair and folded her hands in her lap. They were decorated with gleaming golden rings and clear crystal jewels. I could guess they were something more than polished glass.

      “The tea, my lady.” Geoffrey set a tray onto the round wooden table and put down one cup for each of us plus two additional. “Master Christian has just arrived with Master Benedict.”

      Jenna nodded while Geoffrey served the tea.

      It was only a few seconds later when a tall brown haired man with a kind face appeared in the door with a boy of my age one step behind him. Both had the same boyish twinkle in their eyes I loved so much about Adam’s. But there was something more in the man’s eyes. They were fixed on me for a few seconds, wearing an expression of acknowledgement and recognition.

      I couldn’t force myself to look away when I heard Adam exhale with a noise similar to a sigh. Had he noticed the man stare? What emotions had he felt? Could he feel my tension too? Before I could find an answer to my questions, he got to his feet, pulling me up with him.

      “Claire, this is my Dad, Chris.”

      The man strode over to the table and held out his hand to me. I shook it and smiled awkwardly.

      “And this is Ben, my little brother.”

      The boy was everything but little. He was a few inches taller than Adam and had a similarly muscular body, from what I could see through the tight black turtleneck he was wearing. His expression was rather unfriendly.

      “Nice to meet you.” I said, unsure how to react to the hostility in Ben’s glare.

      Chris smiled at me reassuringly. The strange gaze of recognition had vanished from his face completely, and there was nothing but pure kindness left.

      “So you are the beauty Adam has been talking about all the time.” He nudged Adam’s shoulder with his fist lightly. His older son made an embarrassed face and kept holding my hand so tightly it seemed to me he was trying to squeeze a lemon.

      “Why don’t we sit down and have some tea?” Chris suggested and sat down next to his wife, kissing her lightly on the cheek to greet her.

      Adam pulled me back to the sofa with his tight grip.

      Ben sat down on Adam’s other side, sneering at me. The tea was served and Geoffrey withdrew from the room.

      “Adam told me it’s your birthday,” Chris started. I nodded once and looked down, feeling Ben’s gaze on my face. “So, we got you a present.” He handed me a nicely wrapped parcel.

      “Er—thanks.” I didn’t know what else to say. The present was heavy in my hands. The wrapping paper was gleaming in a mixture of green and blue. I hadn’t expected to meet Adam’s parents that soon. I hadn’t expected them to know that it was my birthday—and more than that—I hadn’t expected them to give me a present. I was utterly distressed and I hoped Adam could feel how unbalanced the situation felt for me. I felt like Cinderella being introduced to the prince’s parents. And to make it worse—being presented with some crown jewels at the first occasion. Embarrassing. Wrong.

      “Aren’t you going to open it?” Jenna inquired with an expectant look in her eyes.

      I looked at Adam for help. He nodded encouragingly.

      “Go ahead, it won’t bite.” Chris joked. He flashed me such a winning smile I couldn’t help but smile back and move my fingers to open the present.

      When I shoved aside the wrappings, the leather binding of an old book appeared underneath it. I turned it in my hands in astonishment and read the engraved title on its spine.

      “A Midsummer Night’s Dream, William Shakespeare,” I murmured. My hands glided over the uneven surface of the soft brown leather, marvelling. I turned the book over and over again and finally flipped through the yellowing pages.

      “It’s an antiquity. I got it in London a week ago.” Chris told me.

      “Thank you so much.” I instantly loved the book and the person who had given it to me. “This is amazing.”

      “Never mind,” Chris answered with his lips curling into an even more friendly smile. “Adam told me you love books, and this is a classic, something you can read over and over again.”

      “You should see her room. It’s overflowing with books.” Adam winked at me. Ben snorted quietly. I looked at him and earned a disapproving look.

      Adam stiffened for a second and put his arm around my shoulder to pull me closer towards him. I wished I could feel what he did. I wished I knew why Ben didn’t like me. I remembered Adam telling me that Ben wouldn’t like me, but he had never told me why.

      Geoffrey reappeared in the door, a tray with a big cake on it in his hands. He put it down in the middle of the table and handed me a piece of the delicious looking chocolate cake on a fragile looking china plate. “Happy birthday, Miss Gabriel.”

      I couldn’t believe it. I was sitting in this awesome house—or castle—having tea with my boyfriend’s parents like I had been part of the family for ages. I suddenly felt oddly at home with Chris and Jenna, and especially Adam, around me. The only dark cloud in my sky of happiness was Ben, who was still looking at me from the corner of his eye, his gaze suspicious and cold. I shoved down another bite of cake, deciding to ignore Adam’s younger brother—for today at least.

      Time flew by and the sun started to set behind the trees in the park-like garden around the Gallagers’ house.

      Jenna and Chris asked me about school, about my sister and my work at the library. They were extraordinarily polite and friendly. I couldn’t help but like them. Adam squeezed my hand several times when he felt my strong emotions. He even kissed my cheek once, like he couldn’t express his contentment with my feelings any better. Finally he got to his feet.

      “It’s time to let the dog in,” he announced and left the room.

      “Antonio is in the garden.” Chris answered my questioning look. Only a few seconds later Adam returned with the dog at his heels.

      Antonio trotted straight over to me and sat down at my feet, his eyes fixed on mine for a second.

      “Hello friend,” I stroked his head several times.

      “Adam was right, he really likes her.” It was the first time Ben spoke. His voice was rough and melodious.

      I looked up at him, shocked. His face was a bit warmer now. I recognized similarities between him and Adam. His eyes had the same shape, though they were more blue than green. His hair was light brown, but seemed as untamed as Adam’s. His arms were strong and his shoulders broad like Adam’s and Chris’, though they were a little hunched at the moment. Still, Adam was the only one with dark hair.

      Antonio already lay by my feet when Adam held his hand out to help me up. “Want to see the rest of my home?” He asked me with a boyish grin on his lips.

      I had to give him that much—he had gotten me curious. I clutched my present carefully in my right hand and put the left into Adam’s waiting one. He pulled me to my feet so hard that I fell right into his arms, which cradled me to his chest for a second. He shook with laughter and I heard Jenna’s musical laugh and Chris’ chuckle.

      “Give her a sightseeing tour, and don’t leave out anything, Adam.” Jenna called behind us jokingly as Adam led the way back towards the entrance hall.

      When I looked up to the balcony I was overwhelmed again. Adam took my hand and slowly led me up the stairs.

      I marvelled at the smooth surface of the white marble handrail. Hands must have glided up and down that white stone for over a hundred years or more.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked, still astonished by all the grandeur.

      “Didn’t tell you what?” He asked in return.

      “That you are a prince and live in a castle. And that your parents are exorbitantly rich.” I snorted as I took in the size of the entrance hall from a few steps higher up.

      “I didn’t find it important,” he said dryly.

      “I mean, this is amazing.”

      He looked at me, his expression accusing and bleak. “I didn’t think you were the kind of girl that is easily impressed by material goods.”

      I picked up his mood and laughed. “Hey,” I brushed my hand across his cheek. “I’m not impressed. I’m shocked.” Adam’s eyes questioned my sanity, but I kept talking. “I’m more than shocked. I can’t understand why you didn’t tell me. It’s not your fault you were born the son of rich people. The house is—” I searched for words, “—well, amazing.”

      Adam’s face fell.

      “What now? Are you disappointed with me because I like it?”

      “No…”

      “What then?”

      “Usually I don’t tell anybody who doesn’t already know. I want to be seen as a normal guy. I knew some people who wanted me for my money rather than my personality…”

      “And now you think I’m the same.” I interrupted.

      “Not really. I just don’t want to lose the girl I love to my parents’ money.”

      “You should really show her the advantages of picking you before the money, then.” I teased and curled myself into his arms.

      He smiled a disarming smile and pulled me closer.

      “I’m already forgetting about the marble under my feet…” I murmured into his shoulder.

      His hands smoothed away my hair from my neck and his lips pressed against my skin. I forced myself to breathe in and out slowly.

      “You’re good—1:0 for you versus the money.” I managed to sigh the words before he pulled my face up for a long kiss.

      “So, am I going to see the rest of this repellent building?”

      Adam chuckled and towed me further upstairs onto the balcony and along the hallway.

      He showed me the library. It was unmistakably filled with rarities from all eras that had been placed on heavy dark wooden shelves. Three dark green armchairs were standing at the far end of the room in front of the window, and opened books were lying on them. Heavy curtains were blocking most of the incoming light. It was too dark in here for my taste, but I liked the idea of tons of books.

      We walked past four big—smaller than the ones on the first floor, but still big—doors. The hallway was lighted by big curved windows on both ends. The floor was covered by a strip of soft red carpet that left the view of a patterned marble floor on the sides.

      “And here, behind that ancient door, is my room.” He hesitated with his hand on the handle and turned back to me. “Please, promise me not to be shocked again.” He winked at me and opened the door. Then he took a step backwards to let me in first.

      His room was every bit as terrific as the rest of the house, even though the style was slightly different. It was as big as Sophie’s living room, with big windows on one side and a door that led to a balcony on the other side. The floor was old and made of dark wood. An enormous wrought iron bed was standing against the wall to the right. It was covered with simple red cotton beddings. The walls were painted in a cream color that matched the window frames. Curtains in a similar, but darker shade hung down to the floor beside the windows.

      I walked over to the old davenport desk that stood between two of the big windows. It was covered with detailed ornate carvings. I recognized some flower-like shapes that wound around the edges and down along the legs.

      “I don’t think I could live here. I would never find my way outside again.”

      Adam laughed at me. “You get used to it.”

      But to be honest—I liked his room. It was lighter than the rest of the house, not so pompous. Except for the ancient davenport desk and the heavy wooden doors that led to the closet it was a bit like him. It had style, it was beautiful, and I felt like I belonged here, like I did with him.

      “You know what? I like it here.”

      Adam was beside me, his hand playing with my hair. “I know.” He said the words musingly. “I feel it.”

      I had to get used to it. I didn’t like how it still took me by surprise when he talked about what he perceived from the people around him, especially when he knew what I felt. The odd feeling of transparency knocked on the door again. It reminded me of what he had said about his brother. That he wouldn’t like me.

      “What’s Ben’s problem with me?” I asked and sat down on the bed.

      “I’m not exactly sure.” he answered with a crease in his forehead. “I’m positive that it’s got more to do with me than with you.”

      “Why didn’t he talk to me then?”

      “Hm—”

      “You are the expert on other people’s feelings here.” I reminded him, half joking, half annoyed.

      “I know, I know,” he defended. “I received his feelings when he first saw you.”

      “And?”

      “And it felt like he felt kind of attracted to you.”

      “Oh.” I chewed my thumbnail and mused on what he’d said for a minute. “Why the hostility then?” It just didn’t fit.

      “From what I could perceive, he must have been disappointed that he hadn’t met you before me …whatever. I won’t let him get a chance now.” His face was determined as he sat down beside me and twined his fingers with mine.

      “I must admit that Ben really is good looking,” I traced his features with my free hand. “But nothing compared to you.”

      I couldn’t believe that I actually saw Adam blush. It made me feel like for once I could see through him, too. And I instantly knew what he would perceive on the emotional frequency. I tried to calm down and breath evenly. Why couldn’t I be rational with him around me?

      We let ourselves fall back onto the bed and I nestled into his arms.

      “Tell me something about your family,” I said. “What do they do?”

      “Well, my mother is a violinist. Years ago she played many concerts all over the world, but then she met my father and became pregnant with Ben.”

      “Doesn’t she play at all anymore?”

      “For herself mostly and every now and then a concert somewhere in the U.S.”

      “Why?”

      “She always says she doesn’t want to miss any time with her family. And as I have already lost a mother…she wants to be there.”

      “You lost your mother?”

      “My mother died during my birth, my father told me. So Jenna’s only my stepmother and I’m an adult already…but still, she loves me like a son, or so she says.”

      I kept silent for a moment, not knowing what to say.

      “She once told me that when she met my father for the very first time, he was holding me in his arms. I was one and a half years old then. It was in a cafè, he was kind of arguing with an old man. ‘You need to find a mother for the poor child. No man can bring up a child on his own,’ the old man said again and again, and she saw that my father was wearing no wedding ring. My father turned around and laid his arm around her shoulders and said, ‘Excuse me, will you become the mother of my child?’” Adam chuckled once at the thought. “Naturally she was shocked, but something in his eyes made her wish for his request to be serious. She always says she was looking at the two of us and instantly fell in love with my father.”

      He pulled me closer and I hid my grin in his sweater. “Weird story, I know.” I felt the words resonate from his chest. “But still, they got married a year later and had Ben another nine months afterwards.”

      “No, it’s a good story …a bit sappy, but that’s material for a big Hollywood love story. Write it down and sell it to Warner Studios.” I curled my right arm under his neck and pulled myself up so I could read his face. He looked far away. “It’s just that nobody would believe it. But I like kitschy things,” I said. Like you, I added in my mind.

      He really was the most unrealistically wonderful thing in my whole life, but I didn’t think he needed to know the dimensions of my infatuation. I just hoped that I could behave mature enough that he would stay with me, because I was positive that he belonged there.

      “So, your father?” I asked smiling down at him, dazed by his light green eyes.

      “My dad is a professor of history at the college. He collects books and antiquities in his spare time. The book he gave you is one he recently bought in London from an antiquarian.”

      “And that’s why you live in this posh palace?” I asked bluntly.

      “No.” He chuckled at my nosiness. “The house is an inheritance from Jenna’s family. But yes, my father definitely enjoys the historic flair” I glanced at Adam’s watch as he lifted his hand to caress my face.

      “Half past eight.” He answered my unspoken question.

      I shook my head and curled back into his side. We just lay on the bed for a long time. I enjoyed the nearness between us. Adam told me a few stories about the house—Lenard Mansion. It had been named after Jenna’s great grandfather William Lenard, who had been the son of a rich European family that had come to America. Nobody really knew where the money had come from and why he had settled in this specific area, but William Lenard had built this mansion here in the late eighteenth century and his family and descendants had stayed. I felt like I could listen for hours, and it actually was hours later when Adam sat up and pulled me upwards with him. It had grown dark inside the room.

      Adam reached for the switch to turn on a small light on the bedside table.

      “Wow, it’s late.”

      I shook my head and tried to pull him back to the pillow, but he was already getting to his feet.

      When he was fully upright he flashed me a breathtaking smile. “By the way, I’ve gotten you a present, too.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small flat velvet box and handed it to me.

      “Thanks.” I took it from his hand awkwardly, wondering what it would be. “That wasn’t necessary—really.”

      “Will you open it?” he asked curiously.

      I shook my head. “Not now. Later.” I wanted to be alone when I opened it, so he wouldn’t feel all the emotions rushing through me when I opened his present.

      “I’ll drive you home then,” he offered.

      “No, really, I don’t want to go home yet,” I tried to keep my expression serious. He looked at me with his piercing eyes, there was no way of escaping that gaze. Again, he caught me off guard. He grinned at my bewildered expression—and maybe at what he was perceiving from my emotional state.

      “Don’t you have to go to school tomorrow?” He said mockingly. “You’ll sleep through all the lessons if I don’t get you home now.” I’ll take the risk, I thought, but I pulled my lips into a smile. I knew, he just needed to look at me with those eyes and he had what he wanted.

      “But I get at least a million good night kisses.” I bargained as he helped me up.

      “Whatever it takes to make you happy, Claire.”
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      It was the the first week of December. School days were dragging and it still kept me busy to stay up to date with history. But I had some additional help now. Chris told me loads of stuff one couldn’t learn from school books. It was enough to make Greg look disgruntled just by mentioning Adam’s or Chris’ name.

      Adam’s birthday present had been a thin silver bracelet with a small purple stone woven into several layers of shiny sliver chains. It was pretty and I wore it every day, not caring about whether it matched with the color of my clothes.

      In the past one-and-a-half months since my birthday, I had been hanging out at the Gallagers’ place a lot. Sophie had already started to complain that I was never at home. I didn’t care—I was too much in love with Adam. He had persuaded me to spend the afternoon at my place today—we had the afternoon off school. He had said that lunch with Sophie wouldn’t kill me, and laughed. I had agreed because I had known Sophie would be out in the afternoon.

      Gregory’s hand glided towards me, pushing a sheet of paper. I turned the page of the textbook absentmindedly and then stared at the sloppy written words on the paper. Mr. Jackson was pacing the front of the classroom. We were supposed to read a few pages about Mendelian genetics.

      

      Lunch? Think I need to talk to you.

      

      I picked up a pencil and started scribbling.

      

      Sorry, can’t. Adam is coming over for lunch.

      What do you want?

      

      I shoved the paper back to him silently and returned to Mendel. The laws of genetic inheritance were interesting without question, but I was waiting expectantly for the bell to make the noise I loved so much these days. The sheet of paper reappeared in front of me.

      

      You never have time for me anymore.

      Forgot…HE’s so much more important

      than your best friend.

      

      Man! What was the problem now? I spent all day—at least six hours of school—with Gregory, every day. And we had lunch together nearly as often. Today, the afternoon was free and I wanted to spend it with my boyfriend.

      

      Hey…not my fault I’m in love with him.

      

      I painted a little winking smiley under the note and slid it towards Gregory. Only a minute later he gave me the sheet back.

      

      Never mind…I wanted to invite

      you for the Christmas holidays.

      Skiing with my parents.

      What do you say?

      

      I mouthed “Later” and pushed the sheet back into his hands.

      “Is this something you would like to share with the rest of the class, Mr. Milton-Davis?” Mr. Jackson had left his pacing route at the front of the class room to have a closer look at our activities.

      “Er—no.” The paper had vanished somewhere under Gregory’s books just a second before Mr. Jackson had appeared in front of our desks.

      “Well, back to work then.” He turned on his heels and marched off to the front, pacing again in a slightly faster step.

      I started reading about the chromosome theory of inheritance, and about how dominant and recessive characteristics work together. I was just reading an example of fluffy white-haired, and straight haired brown guinea pigs when finally the bell rang.

      “I don’t know what I’ll be doing over Christmas yet.” I said to Gregory, packing my bag. “Maybe Sophie has planned something for us. Where do you go for skiing?”

      “Canada,” he answered.

      “I also don’t know if I have the money for such a trip…” I added very quietly.

      “Oh,” he just said, without any further questions.

      We headed for the parking lot together with Amber and Lydia, who were talking about Richard’s birthday present. He had been born on Christmas Day, actually, and Lydia was desperately searching for the perfect gift.

      I didn’t pay much attention, my eyes were already fixed on the tall young man who was standing a few yards to the right of the entrance.

      “Adam,” I called and hurried towards him. He closed the space between us with a few quick strides and pulled me into a hug first and then pulled away to kiss me enthusiastically. I instantly lost track of time.

      “Hey Adam, long time no see,” Gregory said in an unusually cold voice.

      Adam loosened his lips from mine to greet Gregory. His expression changed the very moment he looked at Gregory. It was bleak and icy. I felt the muscles in his arms tighten around me—strangely possessive.

      “What is it?” I asked in a whisper and turned around to see Gregory.

      Adam didn’t move or say anything for a moment, he just stared at Gregory with clear hostility. I lay the palm of my hand to his cheek to force his attention on me.

      It worked. He relaxed a little.

      “Hey—what’s the matter?” I tried again. Now that his eyes were focused on me he must have felt what I felt. I was anxious. I tried to intensify the feeling inside me so he would know for sure how little I wanted him to fight with Greg right now.

      “I’ll just leave the happy couple alone then,” Gregory mocked and progressed through the crowd of students towards his car.

      The tension left Adam’s body and he kissed me once before he took my hand and pulled me towards his car. He almost hurt me with his hard grip.

      “What was that about?” I asked as we sat inside the car.

      “It’s not only that he loves you…I could live with that. He is going to fight for you.”

      “What. Are. You. Talking. About.” I said each word slowly and emphasised them all in the same way.

      “Greg is in love with you.”

      “I know—so what?”

      “He is going to fight for you.”

      “Is this a fact or are you guessing?” I felt heat creeping through my body.

      “Both.” He answered coolly.

      “Which means?”

      “I felt him feel about you, and then about me. He loves you, he’s jealous, he hates me. Or do you think he had that particular sequence of feelings randomly?”

      I didn’t know what to say, so I blew the air from my lungs in a gust.

      “I don’t think so.”

      Adam followed his own thoughts. “It’s more likely that he really was jealous.”

      “And what’s the problem with that. So he’s got a crush on me …that passes by. I don’t care. He’s my best friend, and I think he wants me to be happy.”

      Adam made a disgruntled face and I started to realize what was going on here.

      “You are jealous, too.” I laughed.

      He frowned and turned away, letting the car engine growl into life.

      “Am I right?” I pressed. I couldn’t believe this childish behavior.

      He sighed. “So what if I am?”

      I lay my hand on his hand and pulled it away from the steering wheel and cradled it in mine.

      “You know there is no reason for you to be jealous.”

      “Do I?”

      “Yes. Or at least you should.”

      “But I know how very comfortable you feel with him. It’s like you feel you belong there.”

      “I do. He’s my best friend.” I emphasised the last word. “He’s one of the few people I can trust. It’s only natural I want him around.”

      Adam’s expression lost the edge. “I don’t want to lose you.” The hardness melted from his eyes. “You are so precious to me, I’m never going to let anyone hurt you. Sorry I behaved so stupid. It’s inexcusable.”

      Sophie was waiting for us with lunch ready on the kitchen table.

      “Smells like fried chicken and mashed potatoes,” Ian commented as he joined us from the living room. He had guessed right. And it smelled delicious.

      “Hi, Adam,” Sophie welcomed him.

      He sat down on the bench right next to me. Ian handed us two glasses and drinks.

      “How was school today?” Ian asked. I remembered Gregory stalking off in the parking lot and flinched, swallowing the too hot chicken. Adam handed me a glass of water which I drained greedily.

      “It was pretty boring.” That was true—nothing had happened at school technically. It had been after school that Adam had freaked out over nothing.

      “A bit more enthusiasm, please!” Ian made a serious face.

      “Ian and I are off to classes after lunch. Could you wash the dishes and clean up?” Sophie pointed at the kitchen in general.

      I nodded, frowning.

      “I’ll help you.” Adam offered.

      “Don’t you have classes this afternoon?” Sophie asked him, sounding more like an overprotective mother than my big sister.

      Adam laughed and shook his head. He swallowed the bite of mashed potato he still had in his mouth.

      I felt smug, knowing I would have him all afternoon. Nobody would be there in the house except the two of us. Now that I thought about it, I liked the idea of being alone with him more and more. The time we usually spent together was no alone time. There was always someone with us. Either his parents, my sister or his brother, or one of my friends, although I tried to avoid having Gregory and Adam around at the same time.

      Amber was still trying to convince me Adam was not right for me. Our friendship was suffering from her persistence in talking me out of my relationship. Lydia on the other hand was great. We double dated sometimes with her and Richard and it was always great fun. Adam and Richard mainly talked about college, and Lydia and I talked about things we couldn’t talk at about school. But some topics remained untouched even then.

      I needed to get my mind cleared up about how the physical side of my relationship with Adam should progress. I loved him more than anyone had ever loved somebody, I was positive about that. I wanted to be near him, I wanted to stick to his lips continuously and I wanted to feel him more than anything. I was not that sure about how he felt about it, however.

      Sophie and Ian got to their feet and hurried for the front door after a short goodbye. Adam collected the plates and put them into the dishwasher. I joined him and started washing the saucepan.

      “You are extraordinarily beautiful today,” he commented as he moved past me to get the cutlery that had remained unused. I nearly jumped at the quick change of atmosphere in the room, and I started to think about the physical part again. I had to talk to him. Or maybe it was better not to talk at all. Maybe I had better seduce him without words.

      While I was thinking about strategies, he stood behind me again and kissed my neck softly. He must have perceived my feelings. I didn’t exactly feel that way, though. I felt indecisive and confused. Maybe it was his own feelings he was reacting to. That would mean, maybe I wouldn’t need to put that much effort into my plans—

      “Claire, love,” Adam tore me from my daydreams. Water was splattering from the saucepan onto my clothes. Damn! The front of my hoodie was soaked already, and the water was dripping onto my jeans. I took a step back and grabbed the dishtowel Adam handed me to dry myself. He finished the dishes for me.

      “Thank you,” I said, annoyed with myself. I had lost my advantage of the situation by not paying attention. I headed upstairs murmuring something about changing my shirt.

      In my room, I was just stripping off the wet shirt when I heard a soft knock on the door.

      “Come in!” I called from in between the layers of textile. I managed to get the hoodie over my head before Adam appeared through the half opened door.

      My hair was messy and stuck in every direction, and I still had the moist shirt on.

      Adam looked at me from the doorway with a sweet smile on his perfect lips.

      “What?” I asked impatiently.

      “Well …this,” he pointed at the shirt sticking to my stomach and my hair, “looks good on you.”

      So his mood still hadn’t changed? I put my hands on my stomach in sudden self-consciousness.

      “It makes you sexy.”

      I threw him a look that suggested he might have lost his mind.

      “Really,” he assured me, “wow.”

      I went to the mirror to have a look at what he called sexy. Surprisingly, the girl in the mirror really looked quite good. Her hair was tangled in wild strands around her head, her shirt stuck to the shape of her body as if it had been glued there. I looked untamed.

      I smiled at my reflection.

      “What do you think?” Adam asked. He was leaning against the desk now, playing with a hair-clip.

      “I think I need to get out of this wet shirt before I get a cold.” I turned away and started pulling the shirt up. His hand suddenly lay on mine.

      “No.”

      I looked at him.

      “I’ll wait outside.”

      It was frustrating. I had the perfect reason to undress and he had seemed to be in the right mood, but he preferred to wait outside. Wonderful!

      “Why are you so upset?” He asked, looking at me.

      I noticed that it was the first really sunny day in weeks. The light was painting patterns onto his face, but everything seemed blurry. I reached up to my face and felt hot moisture on my cheeks. I was actually crying.

      Adam wiped away the tears with his fingers. “What did I do?”

      It took me a moment to get things in order in my head. And suddenly I knew it was the feeling of rejection. The tears came again, and embarrassment added to my general discomfort.

      “Please, tell me.” Adam pleaded.

      “Nothing,” I sobbed. And my whole body shook.

      “What makes you cry, honey?” His eyes were very sincere, boring into mine, questioning.

      “You don’t want me.” I sobbed.

      “Why would you think that? I love you. You can’t imagine how much you mean to me.”

      “But you …p..prefer our …s..staircase to seeing me un..d..dress.” The accusation sounded oddly dumb with all the stifled sobs. Adam laughed.

      “What’s so funny now?” I stared at him warningly.

      “You are the sweetest thing I’ve ever seen and the most wonderful person on the planet.”

      “You can’t know, you haven’t met everybody…” I said stubbornly.

      “Why is it that easy for you then—not touching me?”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “I mean …don’t you feel the desire I feel?” I hoped he wouldn’t misunderstand the question. It was hard enough talking about my feelings and sobbing my eyes red at the same moment.

      “If you mean feel in the sense of perceive what you feel—I do.”

      “That’s not what I mean.” This was harder than I had thought. “Am I not desirable to you? Is that why you would rather go outside?” Now it was out.

      Adam sucked in a breath and paused before exhaling slowly. “Claire, you are not only the most important person to me, you are also the most desirable woman. How can you doubt that?”

      “Prove it!” I demanded. The sobbing had ebbed away.

      “Claire, I just wanted to give you some privacy. And the other thing…You shouldn’t do anything because you think you have to. I want it to be your choice when it happens.” He made a short pause like he was searching for the right words. “I have found you, that’s all that matters. I’ve got time…” His eyes followed the edge of the bed to the wall, up to the ceiling and back to me again.

      “Why do you want to hurry so much.”

      “I want to be near you, more than anything else.” My words sounded desperate, even to me.

      “That doesn’t nearly describe the way I feel for you. I love you. That won’t change—your hold on me is permanent. I want to hold you in my arms and never let you go.”

      “Yes,” I said. “But holding is not enough anymore. Kissing is fine, but still, I want more. Isn’t it the same for you?”

      His eyes flashed and started to glow lightly again. He clenched his hands into fists like he was trying to hold himself in place. His gaze became distant and longing. He breathed deeply once and shook his head in a movement that was definitely not meant to be a no.“Don’t you think…”

      “Prove it!” I interrupted him again and pressed my body against his.

      His reaction was overwhelming. The softness of his lips touching mine made my head spin and my knees shaky. I was used to my body reacting that way when he touched me, but this time it was more intense. Adam felt so very real this time.

      I was dazed and very alert at the same time. His hands gliding down to the small of my back were tender. They pulled me further towards him. I felt my heart accelerate to a critical speed as his kisses grew more demanding and his hands moved my moist shirt up a few inches. His hands grabbed the skin underneath the fabric and sent shivers up my spine. His breath came uneven between our kisses. I felt his tongue slide over my lips, parting them.

      My hands wandered down to grab his shirt and pulled it up hurriedly. Adam loosened his hold on me and let me pull it over his head. I let it fall to the ground behind him and returned my hands to his muscular chest. I was amazed by how beautiful he was. His skin was smooth and soft. He closed his eyes and let his head fall back as my fingers traced patterns on his chest and stomach. His hands flexed and he breathed in deeply.

      “I love you,” he said with a smile on his lips. And then his eyes snapped open, flashing green. A radiating white blur shot out from between his shoulders, smashing everything within reach. I was thrown to the ground by the force of it and something hard hit my head. The last thing I saw was Adam’s shape against the white radiating light that seemed to have its source inside of him.

      

      My arms and legs were heavy as I tried to move them. The insides of my head were throbbing against my skull. I couldn’t open my eyes all at once and started blinking. It was strangely bright—more than only sun illuminating the room.

      Several tries later my eyes stayed open. They adjusted to the brightness and the blurriness vanished from my vision.

      I was lying on my bed. The soft quilt was wrapped around me. A pillow was supporting my head. I turned it slowly to look around. The throbbing didn’t help. It made me feel damaged.

      When I looked towards the window, I saw a shining white shape crouching in the corner. I blinked again to clear my view. The shape was feathery and glowing. Long legs in worn sneakers I recognized only too well, stuck out from underneath it. Long muscular arms clung to the jeans, shaking. The white mess seemed to be part of the figure.

      “Adam?” I asked into the whiteness of the room. The shape moved slightly and a bunch of black hair appeared from under the white.

      “Claire,” I heard Adam’s voice. It sounded vulnerable. “Are you alright?”

      “What happened, Adam?”

      Silence.

      “Why are you gleaming like a Christmas tree?”

      Two deep breaths.

      “Adam?”

      “I don’t know.” His head lifted further and I could see his face. His eyes were gleaming bright green, challenging the sun. The light was radiating from his chest, from his arms, from his fingers. His face seemed luminescent—I could barely make out his features.

      My heart missed a beat and my head started to sear in pain. I wondered if I was dreaming and closed my eyes for a moment. When I opened them again, Adam had gotten to his feet. He was standing beside the bed looking down at me. A pair of wings stuck out from between his shoulders. Each of them was weirdly half-folded, like they were broken.

      “Claire, I’m scared.” He said quietly.

      I was speechless. I knew that I should be scared too. I was surprised. But I wasn’t scared. For some odd reason it made sense. He had been my personal angel for quite a while now, why should it be strange that he turned out to have wings? I was more surprised that he hadn’t told me before. I knew so many weird things about him already—in fact, a pair of wings wouldn’t have made it worse.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked.

      He shifted. The feathers in his wings made a shuffling noise, so quiet it could only be heard in the silence of the room. The gleaming faded a little and I could see his features more clearly. He looked worried and frightened.

      “I didn’t know—,” he said. “Honestly, I don’t know what’s happening.” His gaze dropped to the floor. “One second all I could feel was joy, and …you.” I was not sure if I imagined a blush. “And then I felt like I was struck by lightning. My shoulders hurt for a second and then I saw the white around me and I saw you being thrown to the floor. Are you hurt?”

      My head still throbbed a little, but I had almost forgotten about it because it was my least important concern at the moment. I shook my head no. “Are you?”

      He looked at me disbelievingly.

      “You all but exploded in front of my eyes. And now your radiance competes with the sun’s …don’t you think I might worry more about you than I do about myself?”

      “I’m fine,” he said, startled. “Except for those feathery things sticking out of my back.” His lips almost curled into a smile.

      “Can you make them disappear?”

      Adam shook his head once. “No idea.” There it was again—the vulnerability in his voice.

      I heaved myself up and went to stand beside him. My hand touched his face. Light streamed out from the gaps between my fingers touching his skin. His body shook and his wings flexed, smashing the chair into my desk.

      “Sorry,” he gasped.

      “Never mind. Are you hurt?” I slowly took a few steps and hesitantly reached out to touch the white feathers of his wings.

      “Can you control their movement?” I asked before touching them.

      He shook his head again. So I slowly stretched my fingers until their tips made contact with the soft white surface of the enormous wing in front of me. It twitched and nearly threw me to the floor again as it flapped into a neatly folded position close to Adam’s right shoulder. He flinched involuntarily.

      I couldn’t believe what was happening right in front of me.

      “How did you do that?” I asked.

      “What?” Adam answered, a strained expression on his face.

      “Fold it.”

      “I think it was a reflex to your touch.”

      “Great—so you recoil from my touch now—”

      “Not at all,” Adam interrupted, “but I’m sure the wing is not used to being touched …so maybe it was a bit scary, suddenly feeling a touch outside the areas of my body I know.” The radiating ceased a little. “You know, until today I was sure I had only arms and legs for extremities …and now it turns out I have two feathery things sprouting from my back.” His voice was disgusted.

      “I think they’re pretty.”

      He looked at me disbelievingly.

      “Yeah, I really think so. They look like they belong to you.”

      It was true. Adam’s wings looked exactly right on him—freaky, but right, still.

      “Try to move the other one.” I encouraged him.

      Adam closed his eyes and fell so silent for a moment that I wasn’t sure if he was even breathing. Then the tip of the outstretched wing twitched a few inches.

      “Did you do this?” I asked, and he nodded silently. The radiating was almost gone from his body. The eyes were the only thing that remained glowing and gleaming in an alien shade of light green.

      “Try again.”

      His features twisted with the effort he put into it and I watched silently for a while. The outstretched wing started to move slowly. First it went up and down a few inches and then it suddenly flexed and slowly folded itself against Adam’s back to mirror the position of the other wing.

      I gazed at him in awe. It was unbelievable. A few seconds had passed by when suddenly, with a short flapping noise, the two wings disappeared into white mist which faded into nothing.

      “They’re gone.” I said, almost as shocked as I had been when they had appeared.

      Adam’s eyes snapped open as his head turned to look over his shoulder. Nothing but smooth skin stretched over his shoulder blades and his spine. His expression was confused and relieved, both at the same time.

      “How did you do it?” I asked. “How did you make them vanish?”

      “I have no idea.” He paused to look into the mirror. “I didn’t intend to.”

      “What do we do now?”

      His face showed the discomfort he felt.

      “I don’t know.” I thought for a moment. “Maybe figure out why they appeared in the first place, and then figure out how to control them.” I suggested. “I’ve always known you’re special, this only proves I’ve been right about that.”

      “Claire, don’t be upset with me,” he pleaded. “I have to go.”

      “Why?”

      His face was very dark compared to the gleaming features he had shown a minute before. He darted from the room without looking at me.

      “When will you come back?” I called after him. The sound that erupted from his throat sounded like “When I know”, but it was so low I wasn’t sure if it didn’t mean something like “never”.
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      Christmas was particularly uneventful. I stayed in my room most of the time, weeping my eyes out about Adam. From another, more objective point of view I would have been pathetic. I had spent a whole week on the telephone trying to reach Adam, unsuccessfully. Neither Jenna nor Chris nor Ben were able to tell me where he was—or they didn’t want to.

      Christmas dragged, and still time was speeding too fast. New Year’s Day seemed to flicker by like twenty-four hours were too much to ask for. I had been hoping to spend this day with Adam, but instead I was sitting in my room trying to understand what had happened.

      So, my boyfriend—or ex-boyfriend, I wasn’t sure—had wings. Excellent. Memories of the white feathery blur flashed through my mind in an endlessly replaying sequence. Pictures of the expression in his gleaming eyes crept in between the others. Had he really not known about it? Why him? Was he the only one or were there more like him? And even more interesting—what did this mean for our relationship?

      Question after question. I wasn’t sure if I would be able to find answers to them, to make it bearable that Adam had neither called or gotten in touch with me in any other way made me restless. Every inch of my room reminded me of him, even after I had cleaned up the broken things he had smashed with his wings.

      I watched the days go by without any enthusiasm, pacing my room, one day after the other until the holidays were over and I had to go back to school.

      “Don’t worry,” Lydia said, “he always reappears somewhere. He is going to show up this time—just like he did the other times.”

      Lydia was kind. She wanted me to feel better, even if it was only a little bit. Amber on the other hand tried to discourage me even more than I already was.

      “I told you,” she said in a triumphant voice. “I told you he’s not good for you.”

      Gregory was especially cheerful. He nearly celebrated Adam’s disappearance from my life. I couldn’t share his feeling of joy; it was more like a dark cloud pressed down on my heart, that seemed to start raining every time my head thought of Adam. It was good though, feeling how much he meant to me—missing him just a little too much to be patient.

      So my friends weren’t much help at the moment. I couldn’t talk to them about what really had happened. They wouldn’t understand—I didn’t understand myself.

      After these past few weeks since he had left me, I couldn’t trust myself as far as my sanity was concerned. I wasn’t sure anymore if Adam hadn’t been a beautiful creature springing from my imagination. I still called the Gallagers’ place a few times per week to be sure it hadn’t been a dream. Every time I called I felt—if only for a moment—sure that he had been real. They neither seemed worried, nor did they share my irritation about his long absence.

      

      “Take care, will you?” Sophie smiled wearily. “I’ll call you every day and tell you what’s going on”

      “Bye.” I said into her shoulder. Ian carried her luggage to his car. He drove her to the train station.

      It was the first week of school after the holidays. Sophie was leaving for her internship.

      I thought back to the conversation the day she had told me about the offer. It had been the first week after Adam had disappeared…

      The sound of Sophie’s spoon hitting the rim of her teacup had torn me from my thoughts. We had been sitting at Noel’s, both of us staring at the table, not taking much notice of our surroundings. Sophie had picked me up from school and dragged me there to talk. She told me that she had been offered a three months internship at the Indianapolis City Hospital. It was a great opportunity for her. Ian had known about it and he had wanted to support her as much as possible, good person that he was.

      For me this meant three months of loneliness.

      “Starting when?” I had asked into the silence.

      “Beginning of January,” she had said. “I have decided to go. It’s the best opportunity I can get. And we could really use the money.”

      “Okay” I had known what this would mean. Long days and nights alone. A few months ago I would have celebrated my freedom and gone out every evening. But not now…I had more important matters to deal with. A week had passed without any sign of Adam and I had to find out why he had vanished. More and more, the suspicion had been growing inside me that he was just avoiding me. His family would have had been in panic if he really had disappeared from them without a word, like he had from my life. But they obviously weren’t, so they had to know something I didn’t. I had had to find out what it was.

      Redirecting my thoughts towards the coffee shop I had watched Sophie take a sip from her cup.

      “Go,” I had said with a feeling of relief. “I will have to study a lot in the upcoming months, so don’t worry about me.” I had smiled at her and she had smiled back, mirroring the expression of relief I had felt spreading on my own face.

      Sophie’s internship had been great news to everybody. We had even organized a small party the day before her departure. Ian and his brother had been there. And so was, of course, Lydia, as she was inseparable from Richard these days. Amber had come to provide me with moral support.

      

      It was the morning after the party—five o’clock, and we were saying goodbye on the threshold. I hated goodbyes. I thought it easier to just do it once and quickly, than to stand around at the train station or the airport, waiting for the traveller to finally depart.

      Sophie hugged me quickly and stroked my hair in a motherly way before she got in the car with Ian and they sped off into the still dark morning.

      When the car turned the corner I waved once and went back into the house. It was empty, and thoughts about Adam filled my head instantly as I went up to my room.

      I would have to make a plan. I had to talk to him and know if he was alright. I had to confirm that I hadn’t had hallucinations when I’d seen his wings. But first I had to know everything about winged creatures. Every myth and legend, every good and bad thing and everything necessary to help him if he needed me.

      Back in my room, I stuffed all my schoolbooks into my bag and looked for a warm woollen sweater. It was Thursday morning and the air was piercing cold. The sun had not risen completely yet. I sprinted towards my car and drove to school. Thursday meant I worked at the library in the afternoon and this meant I would have some books to browse through. I would have the whole afternoon to search the library for information on winged creatures.

      “Hey princess!” Gregory’s voice echoed in the corridor.

      “Mornin’ Greg,” I yawned at him, stepping into the classroom and swinging my bag onto the desk between Amber and Lydia. The day seemed endless already when the class started—philosophy. I searched the insides of my bag for my essay on Immanuel Kant.

      “Claire,” Gregory whispered from behind me. I turned around in a sleepy movement.

      “What Greg?” I asked a little harshly.

      Greg’s eyes widened at my reaction and he took a deep breath. “What about a movie tonight,” he asked.

      Not again, Greg, I thought. “Maybe another time. I need to go do some research tonight.”

      Gregory’s face fell before I had finished the sentence. “Never mind,” he murmured, turning to his books. It was about time he gave up, but somehow he seemed to have drawn new hope from Adam’s absence.

      I got to my feet and headed for the front desk to hand in my essay. I was really sorry for Gregory. He deserved a girl that responded to his attempts, not a hopeless case like me.

      Classes stretched endlessly, and it seemed like centuries when we finally headed for lunch. Greg didn’t join us that day. I was glad, I didn’t have to have to turn him down once more.

      “Isn’t it unnerving?” Amber asked over her pudding. I gave her a questioning look.

      “Greg—” She made it sound like the one name would explain everything.

      “What?”

      “I mean, he’s asking you out all the time, and you say no all the time—you’re so mean.”

      “I think it’s about time he got it. And I’m not being mean. I don’t hurt him on purpose.”

      “Yeah, like he would ever give up,” Lydia interrupted, rolling her eyes knowingly.

      “Don’t you think he’ll meet another girl he can have a crush on?” I asked nervously. I had told Greg friendship was all he’d get, but it seemed he ignored it. I shook my head, unwilling to go on with the conversation. I loved Adam, and there was no way anybody could do anything about it.

      I picked up my tray and carried it back to the counter. “See you girls,” I called over my shoulder and headed for the parking lot. On the way to the library I stopped at Noel’s to get a hot coffee which would bring me through the long afternoon.

      James was packing his bag when I hurried up the stairs, through the front door and stepped behind the counter.

      “Hey,” he looked up from his bag.

      “Sorry I’m late.” I held my take-away-coffee up for an excuse. “I’ve been up since four o’clock.”

      He grinned at me sympathetically and started moving towards the exit. “See you.”

      “Yeah, see you,” I called after him.

      I took a sip of coffee before I started re-shelving the books that had been returned. Every time I lifted one of them into its proper place I had a glimpse at the books around it. I was pretty sure I wouldn’t find anything helpful in the Fiction-section. If there was something interesting it would most likely be one of the history books or some fairy tale. Maybe something with a religious background—angels were the only winged creatures I knew. I’d always thought of them as symbolic creatures though. By no means I could have imagined to meet one—in case Adam was one.

      I found myself strolling between the bookshelves looking for a title that would catch my eye. After nearly ten minutes I gave up, the library was simply too huge. I had to get rid of the returned books before I started searching systematically.

      The pile in my arms had shrunk to only two books: ’A Compendium of Seashells’ by Anthony Shriner, and another one whose title was so faded I couldn’t read it, neither could I identify the author’s name. I put the Compendium in its place on the shelf and started looking for the other’s place. It had no number stuck to the binding. I went back to the counter. James had registered the books back already, so the computer-system should be able to tell me where it belonged. I double-clicked the list of returned books. Twelve registered names popped up instantly. Browsing through the list, I recognised eleven book-titles. The twelfth book on the list had no title. It was called ’A5’. I double-clicked to display the details. Nothing, except for the names of the last people who had borrowed it. Riley Watson, October fourth to October tenth seven years ago, Maureen McKensy, February nineteenth last year, and the last name—Adam Gallager, December twelfth to today 1.46 p.m.—I couldn’t believe my eyes.

      If I had been punctual I could have met him. He wasn’t out of town or sick—my heart felt lighter instantly—but it seemed he actually did avoid me. The dark clouds returned. What was that book anyway?

      I lifted the cover and had a look at the first page and saw an inscription that wound around an ornate crest. It was in Latin and said Sapientia et Virtus. I had never studied Latin and therefore I had not the slightest idea what it meant, so I flipped the page to the second one. It was yellowed at the edges and showed some faded notes in black ink. They were strange combinations of numbers and letters. In the left upper corner there were three sentences written in a different handwriting. They are stronger than man, but not omnipotent. They are greater than man in knowledge, but not omniscient. They are more noble than man, but not omnipresent. I turned the pages, getting more and more eager to keep reading.

      The noise of the door being pulled open made me jump. I shut the book close in reflex. I slipped it into my bag quickly and swore to myself that I was going to read it in the evening at home where nobody could disturb me.

      A blond man was standing in front of me when I looked up from my bag. He had moved from the door towards the counter so quickly and silently, it made me jump again.

      “Hi,” I breathed, unable to use my voice properly. I felt like a kid that had been caught stealing sweets.

      “Good afternoon, Miss,” the blond said in an unearthly polite tone. I was very sure I knew his face, but I couldn’t remember where from.

      I waited a minute, just looking at him. He seemed to be in his early thirties. His eyes were a light shade of amber and his features were mildly lined. The suit he wore appeared to be tailored.

      “How can I help you, Sir?” I finally found my voice again.

      The stranger looked at me in astonishment. He took a deep breath like he was going to make a speech, but then he let the air flow out in a gust and turned to the side as if he was going to leave. Still, he turned back to me again. “Where can I find an ATM?” With his indefinable accent, it sounded more like a statement than a question; it sounded a bit British. In the background the door creaked. From the corner of my eye I could make out a shadow flitting through it. When I turned my head towards the door no one was there. I shook my head and turned back to the fair-haired guy.

      “Down the street on the left—third block. A yellow building.” I gave him the instructions to find the ATM.

      “Thanks, ma’am.” He nodded at me, turned on his heels and headed for the door.

      I decided I had imagined the shadow and turned back to the computer where I quickly registered the mysterious book as lent.

      It was only an hour later when Mr. Baker entered the library. We renewed the shelf-signs together until the sun set and it was time for me to go home.

      “Goodbye, Mr. Baker.” I stuffed the remaining signs into a box on the counter and grabbed my bag on the way out.

      “Bye, girl!” Mr. Baker called after me.

      

      I unlocked the front door, letting Nigel escape into the evening air, and flew up the stairs to my room, already searching my bag for the old book with one hand. In the other hand I held a box of Asian noodles and chopsticks. I balanced the food, trying to press down the handle with my elbow. The door swung open presenting me with the view of my untidy room.

      I set the box on the desk and took off my jacket, letting my bag fall onto the bed. Then I fished out the book, grabbed the food and opened the box and started picking for the noodles with the chopsticks. Seven mouthfuls later I wiped my fingers with a tissue and flipped the book open.

      Once again I stared at the page I had been starting at in the library. They are stronger than man, but not omnipotent. They are greater than man in knowledge, but not omniscient. They are more noble than man, but not omnipresent. I read through the three sentences that had been written there once more. Who were they? I browsed through the pages until a passage caught my eye.

      When men began to increase in number on the earth and daughters were born to them, the sons of God saw that the daughters of men were beautiful, and they married any of them they chose. I reached out for my computer and switched it on. I searched the Internet for sons of God and found an article.

      Sons of God, not to be mixed up with Son of God or God the Son, appears in several religious myths and legends. Maybe the most popular theory is the early Christian, that sees sons of God as descendants of Seth, the pure line of Adam, and the daughters of men as the descendants of Cain. I remembered having heard about Adam and Cain one day in Ethics at school when we had talked about Christian religion.

      Some manuscripts have emendations to read sons of God as angels in Genesis 6. Codex Vaticanus contains angels originally. In Codex Alexandrinus sons of God has been erased and replaced by angels. In contemporary Christianity, among the churches which teach that the sons of God were fallen angels today are Jehovah’s Witnesses. Among the churches which teach that the sons of God were men are the Roman Catholic Church and many Churches of Christ. Other legends suggest that the sons of God are fallen angels who had children with daughters of men and produced the Nephilim, a race of giants which are said to have walked the earth. I scanned the book for chapters on Nephilim but didn’t find any. It mentioned angels and part-angels or semi-angels on almost every page. It was way past midnight when I finished a passage on the birth of the angel-nature.

      When it gets close to their angel-nature breaking through, the person in question will start to perceive emotional patterns amongst the people of their kind. They will develop a sixth sense for the emotional status of people around them only. In a further phase of the development of their angel-nature they will start to intuitively understand people’s problems and reasons without having to converse. I remembered Adam telling me exactly the things I’d just read, and a cold shiver ran down my spine. Another two hours later I had finished the first third of the book, having found out that part—or semi-angels healed faster than humans, were stronger than humans and had visions of the people that would be most important in their lives. Some of the pages were missing, and some of them were so full of notes in different languages I couldn’t decipher anything at all.

      I started to wonder why this book was part of the public library and let the text on the daughters of men and sons of God wander through my head again.

      The light on the bedside-table started to form wing-shaped patterns which rose and flew out through the window. The noodles I’d left in the box curled around the chopsticks and began to creep up towards the light. Everything shifted color until the whole room turned into a gray-green mess of trees and stones. I tried to run from this place but my feet were as heavy as the rocks they were standing on. A fair-haired man in a dark blue suit handed me a bunch of paper money and pointed at the ornament on the crest that was spreading across the sky. When I looked up, shadows started to dance around me in a wild and evil dance. One of them was growing while it danced. It looked at me with Adam’s face. “Run,” it commanded. But I couldn’t run, the earth beneath my face crumbled away into nothingness. White light was glistening through the crest in the sky as I fell into the darkness…

      The alarm clock jarred me from my dreams. Adam’s face still swirled inside my thoughts when I heaved my legs out of bed. I got dressed and headed for school without breakfast, my stomach protesting loudly. You’ll have to wait until lunch, I told it and jumped into the car. The heating only began to stream warm air into my face when I pulled into the parking lot. Amber and Lydia were waiting for me inside the main building, both carrying piles of books and colorful cards in their arms.

      “What’s that?” I asked, taking a card off Amber’s pile.

      Aurora High School invites all Seniors to attend this year’s prom. The festivity will take place on 28th of May at Aurora Palace. Aurora Palace was a luxury hotel in the city of Aurora, where prom was held every year.

      “Where did you get those?” I fanned the card in Amber’s face.

      “Greg gave them to us,” Lydia smiled knowingly. “He’s on the Student Committee for this year’s prom organization.”

      “I didn’t know.” I noticed that I hadn’t kept up with the news at Aurora High for the last few weeks, and I instantly knew why—Adam. A picture of the crest and the dream flitted through my head. It couldn’t go on like this—every time something reminded me of Adam I was entirely incapable of straight thinking and cognizant action.

      My cell phone rang, making the pocket of my thick winter jacket vibrate. I pulled it out flipping the lid open, and answered it.

      “Sophie, I’m at school already.” I had known it was her from a glance on the display. She said something about a couple of notes she needed, that she had forgotten on her dresser and about a fat anatomy book she hadn’t thought to return to the campus library. She only stopped bombarding me with complaints about the overdue fees for a university book after I promised her to pick up the book and go straight to the campus library directly after school. “Ian is going to pick up the notes for me tomorrow afternoon before driving up to Indianapolis,” she told me before hanging up.

      The day went quickly afterwards. Gregory handed me one of the invitation cards with a promising look, biology dragged only a little and PE was fine—we played basketball for an hour; my muscles thanked Mrs. Laney. I showered the sweat off my skin and dried myself with a towel before stepping back into my clothes.

      “You know, Greg is going to ask you to prom,” Amber asserted while putting her shoes on.

      Lydia nodded in agreement. “He’s been turning down two juniors already." I frowned, disbelievingly.

      “Who asked him?” When had the girls started asking the boys?

      “Christen Masen,” Amber giggled, “and Colina Fernandez.” I lifted one eyebrow. Christen was an unremarkable girl with mousy brown shoulder length hair and skin problems. I didn’t blame Gregory for turning her down—I couldn’t imagine him being interested in someone like her. Colina on the other hand was perfect. She had beautiful brown eyes, a warm smile and this unbelievably cute Spanish accent. Most boys turned their heads when she passed them in the corridors of the school. She would have looked like a little princess next to Gregory with her long curly black hair and her rosy cheeks. I couldn’t guess why Greg wouldn’t want to go to prom with her.

      “Why would he say no?”

      “I asked him the same thing.” It was Amber again. “Well, I understand that he doesn’t want Christen …but Colina’s great. I know her from the drama group—really nice girl.” I took my winter jacket from the hook and shoved my left hand into it slowly. “He said he had another one he preferred.” I didn’t like the look she shot me, it was telling me too clearly that she thought he’d ask me.

      “And you think that’s me?” I demanded. Amber giggled girlishly.

      “I don’t think. I know.” I glanced at her. “I heard him talking to Anthony Smith in the lot yesterday after school.” Her voice was almost a whisper. “He said he wasn’t sure about how to ask you, considering you have told him no a hundred times already.”

      I knew what he would have meant—the countless invitations to the movies.

      “I didn’t tell him no, actually. I just told him not today for a dozen times.” I thought about it for a minute. “Anyway—I wouldn’t mind going to prom with my best friend.” It was better than going alone, I told myself. You’ll be alone anyway—without Adam, my mind corrected me.

      “It’s unfair,” Lydia interjected. “You’re just stringing him along.”

      I knew she was right. But I had the feeling that Greg would never give up. He hadn’t when I had been with Adam, and he had known I loved him. I sighed and slung the strap of my bag over my shoulder. “Let’s hope you’re wrong.” I had been addressing Amber, but both Amber and Lydia nodded at me with a sympathetic face.

      We headed for the parking lot together and I drove Lydia home before picking up Sophie’s book. It lay on her dresser, covered by several sheets of paper which were covered in endless lines of scribbling in her easy-to-recognize handwriting. I took the heavy book, grabbed a cereal bar in the kitchen on my way back to the front door, and was off again.

      Aurora University Institute for Human Medicine and Anatomy was a fifteen minute drive away. Fog streamed by my car as I drove through the narrow streets of the University district. I had been here a few times to drop Sophie off or pick her up in the evening, and I could remember the glass outbuilding which contained the newly stocked campus library. Usually, it reflected the light of the setting sun at this time of the day, but today the cloud covered sky and the foggy ground left little light to be reflected. I pulled into the parking lot at the edge of campus and got out of the car. Students were hurrying from building to building, their bags heavy with books and their heads heavy with knowledge. Some of them carried a cup of coffee in their hands. A group of girls stood at the library door chatting and laughing. A couple leaned against a bare tree kissing intensely. I turned my head to avoid the sight of them—it brought back memories I tried to lock away in the back of my mind.

      My gaze fell on a black haired young woman. She lifted her hand touching a young man’s hair. It was almost black, too, and lank. The man was tall and muscular, with broad shoulders. I knew the sweater he wore—it was faded gray, with a hood. His hands were stuffed into the pockets of his dark jeans. His posture made me think he might be freezing. I stopped in my tracks as he lifted his head at the woman’s touch. I knew the face only too well—its perfect features and the way it felt when those lips kissed mine.

      A part of me wanted to go and talk to him, but the other part ordered my feet to hurry away to somewhere he couldn’t see me. Before I could consciously decide which part I wanted to win, I was heading towards the door. Running up the first flight of stairs inside, I started panting heavily. I was sure he hadn’t noticed me rushing by.

      The man at the counter gazed at me suspiciously as I stormed past him and aimed for the library windows that pointed toward the campus in front of the building.

      They were still standing there. Adam looked at the woman with an unreadable expression on his face. She spoke and gestured wildly, touching his arms and shoulders every other moment. I knew her, too. She had been at Sophie’s last party. I remembered her leaning against the wall exposing her neck and curling that unnaturally bluish black hair around her fingers. Adam had talked to her then, his eyes caught by her beautiful appearance.

      I had been watching them for a couple of minutes, deep in thought and forgetting where I was, when somebody cleared their throat behind me. I turned around and found myself staring at the man from the counter.

      “Sorry,” he apologized. My mouth fell open. He reminded me of somebody, except I couldn’t place who. He was around sixty, his white hair was riddled with strands of light blond and it was combed back in a perfect manner. I shook my head to say I was okay. “Can I help you, Miss?” he asked politely. I held out the book for him in a knee-jerk reaction.

      “I have to bring this back for my sister.” He took the book from my hands and gestured me to follow him towards the counter. I started walking without thinking too much. My head turned back to the window, but Adam and the girl were gone. My feet carried me to the counter safely even though I wasn’t quite sure how they managed. My brain was sidetracked by the image of the girl touching Adam’s hair, arms, shoulders, face.

      “Is your sister out of town?” the man asked in a low voice. I nodded again.

      “She was supposed to bring the book back earlier, I think, but she forgot with all the preparations she had to take care of and everything…” My voice trailed away. I still tried to figure out where I knew him from.

      “No problem,” the man answered, grinning boyishly. “I know how forgetful she can be.” I looked at him questioningly and he smoothed his expression. “I’ve known her since she started her studies here. She’s here so often I sometimes think she lives at this library.” I laughed knowing what he meant.

      “Thanks a lot,” I said and started walking back to my car.
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      On the way home, I turned on the radio at full volume. Rock music was streaming through my ears into my brain washing it clear of thoughts for once.

      I made it home in less than ten minutes by driving too fast, but as I cut the engine in the driveway I stayed there and let the radio tootle on for a while. I sat in the growing darkness with closed eyes, cold creeping up my body, and I tried to remember why I had fled from Adam instead of confronting him. I had been wailing around since the beginning of December without any success contacting or forgetting Adam. My stomach slowly clenched and I felt sick. One single chance and I had wasted it.

      

      My heart pounded wildly as I turned the corner and drove down the street to the Gallagers’ place the next day. I had spent half the night lying awake and thinking about my options. It had been a hard struggle until I came to a decision and it wasn’t any easier this morning, making myself follow the plan; to go directly to his place and talk to him about our twisted relationship and his obvious anatomic differences, and how I didn’t care about that. On the contrary, they made him even more fascinating and beautiful to me. But maybe my whole concept of beauty and perfection was out of line since for me it was inevitably correlated to Adam.

      I turned on the CD-Player. Albinoni’s Adagio filled the car with its calming tunes. It made me feel a little better, my heart slowed a little and my breath came more evenly. Still, I couldn’t stop shivering, although I couldn’t tell whether it was from the cold or from the uprising fear. I still wasn’t sure that Adam wouldn’t turn on his heel and run away when he saw me. He hadn’t promised to come back when I had last talked to him, the day he had spread his wings. It still seemed like a dream to me, the way he had glowed, white feathery wings erupting from his shoulders.

      The driveway winding up to his house was framed with tall trees planted in precise intervals, each of them looking lost in the winter bareness. Albinoni couldn’t calm me now. I was so close, it was only seconds until the view of the house would be clear.

      I wasn’t sure what to do if he wasn’t there. Actually, I wasn’t sure what to do if he was there. I could see the front of the building drawing nearer now as I drove up the last winding of the driveway, and I decided it was too late to turn around now. I parked the car to the right of the front door and stepped out into the chilly Saturday morning. The air was cold and windy, and I pulled up the collar of my jacket to protect the bare skin of my neck. The few steps up the stairs to the entrance felt like torture. My hand barely responded as I lifted it to knock.

      I was sure it was too light for anybody to hear the noise of my knuckles touching the massive wood. After a minute, I took a deep breath and slowly turned around, coward that I was. The sole of my right foot touched the marble surface of the first step when the door creaked open and a familiar voice spoke.

      “Good morning, Miss Gabriel.” It was Geoffrey. I turned back to face him, pulling up all the bravery I could find within my mangled heart, and said the words I had practiced half the night, so I wouldn’t stumble on them.

      “I want to talk to Adam.” They sounded dull.

      “I am sorry I have to tell you that Master Adam is indisposed, Ms. Gabriel.” His apologetic gesture made me think that, for some reason, I couldn’t trust his words. Geoffrey was standing in the open door. There was a gap between him and the door frame that might be big enough for me to slip through if I was quick enough. I closed my eyes for a second, reopened them and ran through the gap.

      Surprise was on my side. Geoffrey couldn’t react until I was halfway up the marble stairs to the balcony. I inhaled quickly and called at the top of my voice. “Adam!”

      The well dressed butler stood beside me. “Miss Gabriel, I am not supposed to let you in. I must ask you to go,” he urged. But I just sprinted up another few steps and screamed Adam’s name again.

      “What’s all this noise, Geoffrey?” The voice came from downstairs, somewhere near the entrance to the living room. I turned in the direction it had come from only to be hit by sheer disappointment. It wasn’t Adam, as I had expected. It was Ben, his hostile younger brother.

      “I’m sorry Sir,” Geoffrey bowed to him slightly, “Miss Gabriel entered without my permission. I was just sending her away.”

      Ben nodded. He looked older than he was when his face clearly showed his anger like that.

      “Can’t you just leave my brother alone?” Ben came up the stairs in quick strides. His hand gripped my arm in an iron grasp and he pulled me down towards the front door. Geoffrey bustled out of sight.

      “Ouch,” I protested. Ben didn’t react.

      “I need to talk to him,” I demanded, trying to pull my arm from his hand, but he was too strong. I wondered whether he even realized I was putting up a fight. “Ben,” I screamed, “you are hurting me!”

      He didn’t turn his head, he just pulled me harder.

      “He said he didn’t want to see you again!” Ben hissed the words into my ears with his hard cold voice.

      “I won’t believe it until he tells me to my face,” I screamed in despair. This was far worse than I could have imagined. Tears started streaming down my face; I couldn’t control them. “Ben …please.” It was a mere whisper.

      “Ben!” The voice came from upstairs. It sounded so sweet I almost fell down on my knees. The tears flowed freely now.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I heard him running down the stairs, his movements so fast I couldn’t distinguish single steps. Even if Ben had let go of me I wouldn’t have dared to turn around and face him. I felt Ben’s hand release my arm. It hurt where his fingers had dug into my flesh. I heard him storm away muttering under his breath angrily. My hand moved up to rub my arm but it didn’t get there. It was intercepted by the swift movement of a hand whose touch I had craved for far too long. My knees gave way under my shaking body and I hit the ground.

      A million thoughts raced through my head but I was incapable of speaking, incapable of moving.

      “Claire,” his lips whispered close to my ear—more a sigh—wistful and exasperated at the same time. I shivered even more. I knew I was looking pathetic the way I half sat, half knelt on the ground, my chin resting on my chest. I had pictured it differently last night. I had pictured myself as the strong one who demanded answers instead of hunching there like an image of misery. I couldn’t help it. All the emotions I had tried to lock away for the last weeks were washing over me, intensified and a hundred times by shock and his presence.

      A ray of sun fell through the open front door and tinged the floor in a misty light. I couldn’t stay there forever waiting for him to act and still I was immobilized. I sensed Adam crouching behind me and was tempted to let myself fall back against his chest.

      A second later he stood up and walked over to close the door. It was strange how this small gesture comforted me, interpreted as a sign he wouldn’t throw me out straight away.

      I inhaled deeply, still not daring to look up. He took a step towards me and his sneakers appeared close to my knees. He crouched in front of me. His face had to be be only a foot away now. His hand reached out and tilted up my chin, forcing me to look at him.

      “Claire—” Clearer this time and with a tone that demanded answers.

      I decided—given I had already lost all of my dignity—I could as well talk to him. At least that was what I had planned—though I had pictured it differently.

      “You could have told me you’d never come back,” I blurted out in little more than a whisper, not trusting my voice. “You could have told me you didn’t want me.” Then I wouldn’t have ended up here, sobbing on the floor like a four-year-old. It was embarrassing.

      His green eyes bore into mine, making me lose track of time, making me forget he didn’t want to see me. They showed a hunger I couldn’t understand.

      “Claire—” he began, “it’s not like that.” Frustration shown in his gaze. “I would be around you every minute of my existence if I could.”

      What was he telling me? “Why can’t you?”

      “Stand up,” he stretched and held out his hand for me. “Let’s talk in my room. We can’t be overheard there.”

      I got to my feet without taking it, feeling a little dizzy. I swayed for a moment and his arm caught and steadied me hesitantly. The moment I could stand straight by myself, he pulled it back quickly. He lead the way to his room and I followed.

      The house looked less friendly than it had the first time I had been there. Maybe because my vision was blurred from the tears that were still silently running down my cheeks. I dried my face with the sleeve of my jacket.

      Adam gestured me to take a seat on a beige couch. I sat down without looking at him and waited for him to say something. He sat down on an old wooden chair across from me.

      “You know too much, Claire,” he started. “You know about my abilities and you saw my wings.”

      I looked at him incredulously. “Why can’t we be together when I know who you are, an angel?” I whispered the words too fast to think about them. Adam shied away from them as if they burned him. “I miss you…” I added and looked away again.

      “Claire, knowing what you know makes you the target of many—” He sighed into his hands. “Knowing too much is not safe for you,” he tried again. “The less you’re associated with me, the better—for both of us.” He brooded over his words.

      “Why would I be a target?” I asked into the silence. My suddenly clear voice startled him.

      “There is more than us out there…” His voice trailed off.

      “You mean you’re not the only angel around? I’ve already guessed as much.” “Yes.” He shook his head.

      “I remember you telling me you loved me a few weeks ago. Maybe not all of that is gone.” I spoke a silent hope, heavy with sarcasm. My mind instantly showed me a picture of the girl touching his face yesterday. “Maybe a part of you still has feelings for me…”

      He looked at me with a hurt expression.

      “Every part of me has feelings for you, Claire. Don’t you understand?” His eyes were glowing again.

      “And what about the girl yesterday?”

      “Which girl?”

      “The black haired beauty. I know her from Sophie’s last party …she was flirting with you there…”

      Adam looked to the floor. “Maureen—How did you know?”

      “I returned one of Sophie’s books to the campus library yesterday and walked past you—only a few feet behind your back. Who is she?”

      “My ex-girlfriend. We broke up a year ago.”

      “Oh!” It sounded like an accusation.

      “I broke up with her when I had the first …emotional vision of you, and I realised she didn’t match at all. For some reason she seemed to be entirely wrong for me. I started doubting the sincerity of her feelings for me when I first started perceiving the way people around me felt.

      “I remember the day perfectly well. It was a little more than a year ago and she wanted to take me home after a party. All I could feel was pure lust and I couldn’t understand it. This lust was definitely not coming from me. I was sure it had to be hers. A very strong emotion….” He chuckled again—a little mockingly this time. “I do remember that it was the only thing I felt from her side. No love, devotion, nothing, not even a little.”

      “Didn’t that make you feel like …well, the strong guy? A girl who wants nothing but sex? I always thought that’s what men want. Easy relationships—just sex, no emotional involvement.”

      He shot me a dark look and his brows furrowed. “You’re partly right. Many of us feel that way. But not me. I couldn’t …not without loving someone. We had been together for only two months then. I wasn’t sure what I felt.”

      “What happened?” I tried to keep him talking.

      “I left her there, right where we stood and told her I would talk to her the next day. And that night I had the vision of you…” His voice trailed off, his eyes giving away he was lost in the memory. “I keep thinking about what would have happened if I had chosen differently, if I’d stayed with Maureen that night …Would I have seen—felt—you just the same?”

      “What did she want yesterday?”

      “Just the same old story—Always trying to lure me back into her net.” Now he looked hopeful. “But she can’t—not anymore, after I found you.”

      “But—I thought you didn’t want me anymore?” I hated the words. They tasted bitter on my tongue and left a hurting hole in my heart.

      “The thing between you and me was no affair or fling. I honestly adore you, Claire.” He unclenched his fists and took my hand. “My love is nothing that could ever change.” Now I was shying away from his words. How could he tell me he loved me and tell me he didn’t want to be with me at the same time? It tore my heart in two.

      “Claire, don’t feel that way, please.” he squeezed my hand. “It hurts me, feeling you hurt.”

      I averted my gaze. I had forgotten he did sense everything I felt. He had felt every single thing since the moment he had seen Ben dragging me to the door. I evened my expression and looked back at him. “I’m not hurt.”

      He shook his head. “Yeah, you’re right. You’re in agony.” He told me how I felt—and he was right, yet again.

      “If you say you love me, why can’t you be with me?” I tried to not feel anything but expectation for a satisfying answer.

      “I told you, you would be a target.”

      He let my hands go and stood up to pace the room slowly. “Nobody knows, that you know. But if somebody finds out—” He stopped, his eyes on the floor. “—I don’t want to think about it.”

      “I don’t know who would have a problem with that. As you said, nobody knows I know. Why would I tell anybody?” I got to my feet and walked over to him. My hand reached out for his shoulder. “You are a son of God and I’m a daughter of men. We’re not the first ones to face that problem.”

      Adam froze under my touch. “How do you…” He didn’t finish the sentence.

      “Know?” I asked, finishing it for him. “You should have remembered it would be me who put your book back on the library shelves on a Thursday afternoon.”

      He chuckled, but his face was grave.

      “You read it?”

      “Not from cover to cover. I haven’t had time yet.”

      “What do you know?” Fear flashed in his eyes as he scrutinized my face.

      “Only the basics. About angels in general. You’re strong, wise and noble. About your abilities. Mostly the things I knew before. And a lot about the opinions of different religions, but the essence stays the same.”

      He relaxed and looked relieved. And then in a quick movement he took my face between his hands, pulled it towards his and kissed me so disarmingly I could merely try to stay in control of my thoughts. I heard him chuckle as his lips left mine for a second, and I knew I hadn’t succeeded.

      “It’s unfair, you know, telling me you love me, kissing me and still telling me we can’t be together.” Frustration was flaring in my insides as I pulled away from him. “I want you. No matter what.”

      He let me go, resignation mirroring in his eyes. “I told you, there are others. Dangerous creatures that wouldn’t mind using you.”

      “Which creatures? How?” I demanded, my heart thumping wildly with tension.

      “Dark creatures…” His look was emphasising the meaning. “They would use anyone to get to us angels. And who would be a better target than the one we loved so much we would give our own lives for them without thinking twice. Who could seem a more attractive prey to them than the ones we would protect, no matter what agony we would have to endure.”

      My gut knotted slowly while he spoke.

      “Physical pain is nothing compared to what it feels like, losing the ones we so purely love.” He fell silent, motionless.

      “What are you talking about?” I scrutinized his expression. It was full of fear and terror. “You wouldn’t die for me. You can’t.” I choked at the thought. “You mustn’t”

      “I’m nearly as strong as they are, but you’re frail compared to the strength they hold.” His tone offended me.

      “You’re talking like I’m eggshell.” My voice was harder than I had intended.

      “Probably not—compared to your kind. But to my kind you’re less than frail glass. They could shatter you with a look.”

      I touched his hand and pulled it towards me with a little effort. “Adam, who are they?”

      He looked up again with probing eyes. “I tell you, you don’t want to know.”

      “Yes I do,” I contradicted, defiance ringing in every single word.

      His expression grew softer. Almost tenderly he freed his hand from mine and wound his arm around my waist, the other hand stroked up my neck and disappeared into my messy hair. “Come, be with me for now,” he breathed as he pulled me closer.

      It was unfair, he wasn’t supposed to have such an intense effect on my feelings and body. I simply couldn’t resist him, not even when I knew he would throw me out after this conversation. I leaned in to inhale his scent, to feel his warmth on my face, to—

      I got carried away. Carefully I grabbed the front of his soft woollen sweater and pulled myself against his chest. It was far too comfortable for my own good—being so close to him. It was self-destructive to get more and more deeply involved, now that I knew he was going to send me away. It was the sweetest intermezzo—a hint of what the thing between us could have been.

      “Breathe, Claire,” the melody of Adam’s voice penetrated my thoughts and brought me back to reality.

      Suddenly I regained control. Without knowing how, I had pulled away from him and took a deep breath before attempting to speak.

      “Adam, I can’t…” I tried, hopelessly searching my brain for the right words.

      “Good.” His voice was shaken and his face showed a deep sadness that instantly echoed in my heart. “You know it’s the only way.”

      “That’s not what I meant—I can’t be with you now, like nothing has happened.” Confidence flowed through my bones as I managed to finish the sentence. “I can be with you if that’s what you want, because it is what I want, too. But then nothing will keep us apart.”

      His eyes closed and I couldn’t read their expression.

      “No one will make me fear, because as long as you’re with me nothing can ever happen. No Ben will make me leave you, no girl that admires you will turn me away. No other creature will get in our way, as long as we’re together.”

      Something glistened on his cheek. It took me a second to realize it was a tear. Was he actually crying?

      “You mean a demon?” His throat made a dry sound as he swallowed quickly.

      “No creature, no matter how dark it is, can keep me away from you.”

      Something undefinable between disapproval and bliss flashed over his features. “It’s unfair,” he complained, a crease forming on his forehead. “That’s more than I’ve ever dared dreaming of—knowing you feel so strongly for me.” The crease stretched wider. “But right now I’d rather you didn’t.”

      His words stung like a rapier gouged into my heart. “How can you say this…” I sighed the words, trying to suppress the pain.

      “I don’t want to draw you to the front line of an eternal war, Claire. You are too precious.” He explained curtly.

      “Then don’t.” The sun was at its highest point now, and the pale winter landscape looked beautiful and dead outside the window I was facing. The trees were like sleek dark statues. Nothing was moving outside except for their shadows which crept from west to east at a barely noticeable speed. “Just be Adam the human instead of Adam the angel.”

      He sighed a dark half-laugh. “You know how much I wish that would be possible. You know I tried. Remember last time I tried to shut away all the weird things I happen to be?”

      I flinched at the memory. He had looked barely human then with his lifeless eyes. Ironic he should look inhuman when that had been the only time he had tried so hard to be nothing but human.

      “Then be the angel—but be my angel.”

      “I already am. Yours through and through.”

      Frustration creeping up my body, I turned around and flung myself back onto the couch. A light white feather had lifted from the floor at my swift movement and hung mid-air before my eyes for a moment. I wondered if it was one of his.

      “What are you thinking?”

      I shook my head, denying him the information.

      “When I leave now—will I ever see you again?” I hardly got the question to leave my dry mouth, fearing I already knew the answer.

      Now it was him who shook his head denying me the only thing I had ever wanted.

      Something inside my chest broke apart. I didn’t dare search for the source of pain that welled in my body. I knew I wouldn’t find it there, because it was standing right in front of me with the most apologetic smile on his beautiful angel-face.
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      I didn’t want to go when this meant I would never see him again, but I knew from the look he gave me that he wouldn’t allow me to change his mind. It was a fact I had to simply accept.

      “Goodbye.” The words rang in my ears though it had been barely a whisper. I wasn’t sure if it had been him who had spoken them or me; all I was aware of was the hot numbness that trickled through my body. A dense veil of despair fogged my thoughts as I took one small step after the other, slow enough for him to stop me from going at least a million times before I reached the door; but no words told me to stay, no hands held me back, no arms slung around me. He made no attempt to make me stay, and I knew: This was it.

      My feet somehow—I honestly didn’t know how—carried me through the door, that now led from his room instead of to it, down the hall past the satin-like shimmering hangings, down the marble stairs and out the front door, over the gravel to my car. I noticed that the sun had wandered further to the west. The shadows had stretched long north-east and began to fade into twilight as I drove down the winding path. It seemed to lead away from Adam—everything did—like he was the center of a web and no matter where I chose to go, it just increased the distance between me and him.

      I drove through the streets very slowly, provoking angry honks and nasty gestures from my fellow road users. It didn’t bother me at all. All that bothered me was Adam’s absence from my life.

      The headlights of my car had long gone dark when I managed to drag myself to the house. Nigel was sitting on the porch, looking up at me with big yellow eyes. I unlocked the door and shooed him in, following close and switching on the lights on my way to the living room. Nigel crawled onto my lap the moment I sat down on the sofa. My hand stroked his soft fur reflexively. It was comforting, having him here after all. He was the only part of my past that hadn’t left me.

      I recalled the memory of the day my mom had brought him home. He had been so tiny, his eyes barely open, his rosy gray speckled nose cold and wet, and his little paws had stretched towards me when my mom had handed him to me. This had been the year before their accident. I gulped.

      Nigel was four years old now, nose still speckled and fur so fluffy it felt like feathers. I gulped again.

      I tried not to let myself be reminded of the inevitable issues I couldn’t shove aside much longer.

      As much as I wished it wouldn’t, the scene replayed in my head—like a nightmare—making me sick all over again …

      Adam’s smile flashed through my thoughts and I shut my inner eye to block out what had happened that afternoon. Another well of tears washed down my cheeks, and I fell into an uneasy sleep with dreams that showed me Adam: Adam winged, Adam without wings, Adam with Maureen, Adam without Maureen, Adam with shadows dancing around him…

      The ringing of my cell woke me about an hour later. It was Sophie’s voice that chirped at me happily as I answered.

      “I have my free day today, so I thought I’d just call you. Everything is so exiting,” she babbled. I nodded to myself without taking in too much of what she was saying.

      “I saved a life today—can you believe it? The guy had a heart attack right in the ER and I…”

      Why had Adam said it was dangerous for me to know too much? Why had he told me anything then?

      “…and then his heart started to work normally again…”

      I had wanted to know everything—that was why he had told me. It still was a mystery to me how I had managed to walk away from him.

      “…Dr. Phelbs says I’ve got great potential for internal medicine, you know. I’m also quite ahead in anatomy and diagnostics. Thanks for returning the book by the way, you saved me a lot of money—Caire?”

      I jumped. I had forgotten I was still on the phone.

      “Sorry—what?”

      “Thank you for returning the book for me.”

      “Oh, yeah—right.”

      “Claire, are you alright?” She sounded worried.

      “Yeah, everything’s fine,” I lied. “I’m just tired. You woke me up with the call.”

      “Sorry. Shall I let you sleep then, little sister?”

      “Sure.”

      “Sleep tight.”

      “You too.” I hung up and threw the cell onto the sofa. I removed Nigel from my lap and headed for the bathroom. The water in the shower washed away the pain in my muscles—but not the pain in my chest.

      Fortune was on my side as I lay down in my bed, my nightie on and my hair dried, and soon fell asleep without any dreams this time.

      Next day, I woke up with a growing anger flaring in my stomach. I had been stupid, pathetic—why hadn’t I put up a better fight?

      It felt like the conversation we had the day before could have found another—better—outcome, if I hadn’t been so weak, so…theatrical. I wrinkled my nose at my own weakness as I pictured myself kneeling in the open front door, sobbing hysterically. It must have been a view of utter weakness—like throwing a steel hammer onto a cuddly toy—me the toy and Adam the hammer, smashing down on me with impossible words of love and denial. I shivered in disgust.

      Phase one—denial—seemed to be at its zenith. I tried, with the very essence of my being, to find reasons why our conversation had been a mistake. The situation had derailed—at least I told myself that much. If I talked to him now, everything would be alright. He would take me right back into his arms and love me forever—or longer. I hadn’t got a clue about an angel’s lifespan.

      But my pride kept me from calling him, and I was glad it did. I had already made too much a fool of myself. I had cried like a little girl and I had longed like an adult woman, I had tasted sweetness and bitterness all in one moment; and I couldn’t bear how my gut still knotted at the thought of his eyes, his smile.

      Adam could have helped to make it much easier if he hadn’t told me all the time how much I meant to him. What good was it, talking of love when love was forbidden? After all, he was a heavenly creature—strong and true and divine. I’d read about it in the book—angels or sons of God fell in love with the daughters of men. And the angels’ love was pristine and pure.

      I picked up the book from the drawer of my bedside table and opened it to the page where I had stopped reading.

      More than anyone before did they desire to coalesce with their beloveth’s soul. But from the day the first angel hath placed his lips on a woman’s lips, the creatures of shadow and thunder do pursuit of their destruction. And no angel shall find happiness in the arms of an earthly woman, nor of the female of their own kind, until the shadow’s hold on them is broken. I looked up, realizing Adam’s warning in the words I had just read.

      I was the earthly woman, obviously, and he was the angel …missing …who was the shadowy creature; the demon, as Adam had called it? Maybe all his words had been true and it really was concern for our safety that kept him turning away from me.

      To me, it seemed like I had done too much wrong in my life to deserve this perfect creature. Something this heavenly surely couldn’t be meant for me—after all, I had stopped believing in anything the day of my parents’ car accident.

      Right now my greatest desire was to steal myself into this divine creature’s life—and it was also my worst sin, as this seemed to be inevitably mingled with putting him in danger.

      I didn’t care that much about how safe my own life was right now. I cared about how much it hurt that he would never hold me in his arms again, that I would never see his joy again or his green eyes. And he would never again feel how much I loved him.

      With great effort, I flung myself from the bed and ambled to the bathroom, got dressed and brushed my teeth and finally made it down to the kitchen. As I opened the fridge, emptiness looked back at me. I groaned—shopping jumped to the top of my to-do list with great verve. I took the remaining milk out of the fridge and poured it into a glass. The cereal was nearly empty as well. A bit of bread and some cheese were left. I grabbed them and processed them into my breakfast with a few slow movements. Tired as I was, I sat down at the table and started eating in slow-motion.

      It was Sunday morning. The sun was webbing through the cool mist that was rising from the ground as I left for the supermarket. Under different conditions I might have been delighted by the sun, but today it contradicted my emotions. It was like it wanted to make mince meat of my already touchy mood. I was determined not to let it.

      A few minutes later I let my car roll to a halt in the parking lot. The lot was empty compared to other days of the week. Only a few people liked to do their shopping Sunday morning—I usually didn’t either. But today was different from other days in so many ways—even from the other Sundays—that no protocol of normal behaviour would apply.

      I slowly walked towards the entrance and got myself a shopping cart. The shopping list contained groceries, mainly. I pulled everything I needed from the shelves indifferently, trying neither to hurry nor to slow the process down on purpose.

      Most of the fellow shoppers strolled through the aisles picking out their groceries. Some stood deep in thought, taking endless time to study either ingredients or nutrition panels, or comparing prices.

      Some of the people seemed to be in a hurry and grabbed only two or three things and they were on their way. In some aisles employees were restocking the shelves. It was a perfectly normal picture.

      I had reached the end of an aisle and was on my way to find my favorite cereal—with honey—when suddenly the picture of normality wavered. A man was standing a few feet away from me. He stood out from the other shoppers; with his silvery gray hair and his too young face, his light eyes gave me a contemptuous look. Even without his strange hair he would have drawn attention. The clothes he was wearing were a stylish composition of black and dark gray—black pants and a dark gray shirt.

      He wore a frock coat that was made of a thick woollen material with banded collar and leather-appliqués on shoulders, sleeves and hem. His right hand rested on the handle of his empty shopping cart, the left one playing with a chunky silver necklace that dangled down to his chest. An eye-catching pendant was attached to it. In the short second my gaze swept over it the shape resembled an amulet.

      Something about his overall appearance was intimidating. I chose to turn around and go the other way, where I had seen an employee stocking shelves. I had just put one foot forward when something bumped into me. Startled, I looked down and saw a blond shock of hair and two gold brown eyes gazing up at me. I sighed with relief. For one second I had thought…

      “Sorry,” the boy apologized. He was about eight. His face was strangely familiar. I pondered for a second, trying to figure out if he was from my neighborhood, but couldn’t place him. “Never mind.” I smiled at him. He gave me a wide impish grin in return, and ran away.

      When I turned to face the odd, black dressed man again he was gone. Shaking my head at myself, wondering where he had gone, and feeling glad that he had, I pushed the shopping cart towards the cereal shelf.

      The whole way to the check-out I saw neither the guy nor the kid. They weren’t outside in the parking lot either.

      

      I put the shopping into the kitchen cabinets and the fridge, taking more time than I usually would have needed. Nigel was curling around my legs, curiously eying the things as I passed them from my hands into drawers, shelves and boxes. He mewed loudly as I held the cat food in my hand.

      “Look who’s hungry!” I filled his feeding dish and placed it on the floor in front of his nose. Nigel ate greedily, his tail still winding around my leg. I bent down to scratch him between his ears once and headed for my room. I still had a lot of school stuff on my to-do list, and I hadn’t even done the absolutely necessary things so far—not to mention all the additional work that arose due to my stupidity; like repeating history dates for hours.

      So I slouched to my bed with my school things in my hand and spread them across the blanket. Starting with algebra, my favourite, I made my way through English and wrote an essay for philosophy. I had fried chicken for lunch in between before I changed to my least favorite task.

      The history book weighed heavy in my arms as I lifted it and reluctantly opened it at page fifty-three. I hadn’t taken in too much about World War II during our last history class, so I had to catch up, and I was glad—somehow—because it kept my mind busy and delayed the moment my thoughts would, without a doubt, return to Adam’s perfection and the pain that was in my chest.

      Not yet, I told myself. I still had hours of work ahead of me. When they were over, I was sure I could find another distraction, and another.

      Phase one was still fully active—I denied what had happened the day before with every fiber of my being. I flinched and quickly denied the fact that I was denying it.

      My cell rang on the bedside table.

      “Hi Greg,” I answered the call.

      “Hi Claire,” Gregory’s cheery voice sounded in the loudspeaker.

      “What’s up, Greg?”

      “What are you doing on a sunny day like this?” he asked innocently.

      “Uhm, nothing special. Just history at the moment.”

      “Need any help with that?” He sounded hopeful.

      “Not today. Thanks Greg.” I tried to sound nonchalant.

      “Let me know when you need me, and I’ll be there.” I heard more than one meaning in his statement and suddenly phase one—denial—turned into phase two—anger.

      I was sick of myself and the world. I needed a clear head. Who cared if Adam loved me if he didn’t want me close, if he preferred I didn’t love him. If he didn’t want me—fine. Plenty of others were waiting in the line—or at least one.

      “Greg, I changed my mind,” I said in reaction to my thoughts.

      “About what—history?” He was joking. But I was damn serious, at least for the moment. I wanted to drown the fact that Adam had sent me away. He couldn’t care about me if he could do a thing like that. I couldn’t have done so in his place.

      “No Greg,” I couldn’t believe the words were actually leaving my mouth, “—about our date.” Dammit, why did I always have to blurt everything out? Didn’t I have any self-control at all?

      A long silence followed my words. Neither Greg nor I spoke, though I heard him breathe at the other end of the line.

      “You sure?” His voice was hesitant. I nodded to myself.

      “Sure.” It was all I dared to say, fearing my pretenses would break down if I spoke another syllable.

      “Great…” Joy vibrated in his voice as he spoke, “I mean…” He cleared his throat and continued in a hoarse voice. “When?”

      I hated myself for doing this, but it was all I could think of to survive Adam’s absence. I needed Greg, he was my best friend. I knew that this date would mean something completely different to him than it meant to me, but against all the false promises made to Gregory I couldn’t prevent myself from doing it.

      I already feared the moment I would regret my decision—and I was one hundred percent sure I’d regret it. The words flowed out too natural and sweet for my taste. “If you still want to go to the movies, Friday evening would be perfect.”

      Gregory’s reaction was exuberant, and predictable. He told me like a million times he was looking forward to school the next day, because it would make the week speed up a little and Friday wouldn’t be far off.

      I hung up after assuring him nearly as many times that I was looking forward to Friday as well—and I was. Movies with Greg on Friday would mean I would have survived another five days tortured by my aching heart. I was good at banning bad memories—I had had a lot of practice in my past, and I was willing to do whatever it took to revolt against the indescribable feeling of loss that threatened to burst my chest from within.

      It was too early to sleep when I crawled under the blanket and curled up in a ball. History had kept me busy most of the afternoon and a bit of the evening. Nigel was out, hunting mice or whatever would dare to come out at night during the winter. I wasn’t tired enough to switch off the light, so I looked at my bookshelf. My eyes fell on an old leather binding that stood in the first row on the left.

      It had a certain draw on me and I got back on my feet to get it. It was as beautiful as the first time I had seen it. I couldn’t remember why I hadn’t read it yet—probably because I had spent all my free time with Adam then.

      It was William Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream. The book in my hands, I nestled back into the comfortable warmth of the bed. I hadn’t read Shakespeare in ages, I couldn’t remember the story in detail anymore. Turning the book in my hands several times and stroking the fine leather once or twice, I felt I wanted to read it. I could remember Lyssander and Demetrius, two men who were in love with the beautiful Hermia. I soon was engrossed in the story. It was a nice play—confusing, but nice. I tended to sympathize with Helena quite quickly as she couldn’t get her Demetrius. I thought I could understand what was going on in her mind.

      As I lay the book aside an hour later I was sure I would be able to sleep—at last. My thoughts were pretty much focused on Hermia’s and Helena’s love-triangle, more than on the problems of my reality.

      

      On Friday morning it was a little warmer than the days before, although there was a fine drizzle fogging the air. I wore my favorite jeans, a gray blouse and an emerald sweater. My face was paler than usual—I assumed that this was the after-effect of my traumatic weekend.

      I picked up Lydia on the way to school as usual. She grinned at me widely and I couldn’t keep myself from grimacing at her happiness. Trying to hide the expression on my face, I dug my chin more deeply into the purple scarf which was slung around my neck.

      “What are your plans for the weekend?” I finally asked with a guilty conscience. It wasn’t her fault Adam had turned me down.

      She threw me a meaningful look. “Richard wants to introduced me to his parents.” She giggled hysterically. I didn’t know Lydia stoked like that. Usually she had a quiet nature, but this seemed to mean a lot to her.

      “I’m sure it will be alright.” I reassured her.

      “Alright? I do hope so.” She squeaked, and eyed me suspiciously. “What’s wrong with you, anyway?” Her gaze was penetrating. It wasn’t easy to pretend with Lydia around. She knew me quite well.

      “Just the same as always.” I tried not to give any signs of depression.

      “Still whining about Adam then,” she said in a half sympathetic half disapproving tone. I flinched at his name. “Claire, you cannot go on like this forever. How long were you together? A month?”

      “One-and-a-half.” I corrected sourly.

      “He turned you down—remember? Time to move on!” I could hardly believe hearing these words from Lydia’s mouth. She had no idea…

      “You’ve been weeping for him for nearly as long.” She added with a sideways glance at me. It stung, the way she made it sound like I was clinging to him on purpose. Like I had a choice. The way I felt for him was irrational, I knew that, but still, I couldn’t help it; this angel had changed my life and there was no going back to normal. All the things I had felt in those almost six weeks—I would have gone through hell to have them back again.

      I didn’t want to argue with Lydia so I held my tongue and nodded, agreeing at least to the numbers when I couldn’t agree to what she asked from me. She seemed to take it as a flash of insight and smiled happily at the work she had done.

      The traffic became heavier the nearer we got to school. I searched the parking lot for an empty spot and had to circle a few times before I found one on the far east end of the lot. Lydia got out of the car with her wide grin back on her face. I followed her to the gym. I was looking forward to this class, it kept my body busy and cleared my head of unwanted thoughts.

      Amber met us at the corner and fell into step. She also had a story to tell. “…and I will be Snow White.” I hadn’t given her my full attention.

      “Sorry, what?” I had to ask.

      “The drama group is doing fairy tales next semester. We picked Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs and I will be Snow White—" She just had gotten the news. She looked nearly as happy as Lydia did with her upcoming Richard-and-Richard’s-parents experience.

      “Congratulations,” I complimented her, “I know you deserve it.” My words weren’t convincing.

      “What’s up with her?” Amber asked Lydia in a hushed voice. I pretended not to hear her and strolled into the changing room.

      PE was okay like always, but with my now clear head I started to fear the first encounter with Gregory that day. He had been tailing me the whole week, embarrassing me with his over-enthusiasm at my every word. So far nobody knew that we were going out this evening.

      It didn’t take too long until this encounter took place. It was only a short time before lunch when he sprinted down the corridor with his books under his arms, obviously aiming for me.

      “Hey Claire,” he greeted me with suspicious enthusiasm. I noticed again how much more adult he looked. His face had lost all its childlike roundness over the past months, and his love for athletic sports had made his body brawny. Two girls giggled as they passed us.

      “Hi.” My voice was hoarse and shaky.

      “Everything alright?” Gregory asked with his usual kindness.

      “Yeah, everything’s fine.” I wasn’t any more convincing than I had been with Amber.

      “Sure?”

      “I’m good, Greg,” I noticed that I was easily irritated. “Let’s go.”

      We headed for the cafeteria together. He bounced up and down like a child at Christmas and whistled all the way down. From time to time he glanced sideways at me. I started wondering if I was the reason for his good mood and suddenly became very self-conscious. We found a table in the middle of the cafeteria and Lydia and Amber joined us for lunch.

      “You know Greg, the motto for prom is great,” Amber cooed at him. Greg couldn’t help but smile, pleased with himself. I grinned to myself. Amber and Greg would have been a gorgeous couple if they had only fallen in love. I somehow expected Greg to someday see how extraordinarily beautiful Amber was. Without a doubt Gregory was one of the best-looking guys at school, and relatively grown up in his overall behaviour. Again I lost track of the conversation, drawing back into my own little world, where winged creatures and shadowy demons no longer belonged to fairy tales.

      

      “I’ll pick you up at eight,” Gregory called before he shut the door of his car. I wished he wouldn’t be so open about our so-called date—I shivered at the thought. We had agreed to keep quiet about the fact that we were going to the movies tonight. I was hoping to spare myself awkward questions from Amber and Lydia. But now it was too late; both of them were standing next to me with disbelieving faces.

      “How could you keep this a secret?” Amber dropped her jaw.

      I had also hoped—if only for a moment—that he had forgotten about the date, but of course he hadn’t. His timing was perfect when he reminded me in front of a bunch of people, including Amber and Lydia, who were now throwing questions at me at top speed.

      “I told you, it’s nothing special—just movies.”

      “Richard and I started out at the movies,” Lydia pointed out with an approving nod, Amber backing up her every word.

      “I knew it would only be a matter of time until you got over this graveyard freak and found someone new.”

      “He’s not a freak!” I argued, hurt. I knew she still thought I was better off without Adam; but she was so wrong. My better judgement kept me from scratching her eyes out for being so hard and unfair.

      “Whatever—Greg’s great, though. I think he really likes you. He’s been trying to show you all year now, but as you had that other guy,” Ouch! “he pretended not to care for a while.”

      Caught up in my own thoughts, I was barely listening to her. “…but now that you’re alone again, I think he sees more of a chance.”

      The ride home was annoying. I dropped Lydia off at her house, happy that I would have a few hours to myself. I started to do the laundry without much enthusiasm, but glad to keep my hands busy.

      It was seven o’clock in the evening. I was tired and pissed off by the way everybody seemed to accept that Adam was out of my life. They didn’t know the latest news, however; still, I was sure if I told them they would only more persistently try to get me to move on. They wouldn’t understand—not even Lydia, who usually was empathetic and wise for her age seemed to understand the intensity of the relationship Adam and I had shared—or of what it had left behind.

      I started to feel more schizophrenic with every minute I spent thinking of him. A part of me held on to him, in fear of drowning in darkness as soon as I let go. The other part kept me challenging my luck and powering myself up for the revolt.

      Whatever part won momentarily, I didn’t feel whole either way—I was positive I wouldn’t ever again, because a piece of me had shattered on the way from the Gallagers’ place on Saturday, a piece I hadn’t been missing much, but which grew more and more important the longer I was away from him—the piece that had trusted in his love for me.

      Right now the clinging part seemed to be stronger than ever, but I wasn’t sure if a few hours later I wouldn’t be all revolting yet again. I tended to think I’d be angry, thinking of how far I’d driven myself in the attempt to drown my loss of Adam with Gregory’s company.

      I lay down on my bed and tried to sleep in order to tune out the struggling voices in my head. Without success—they only grew more pronounced and my dilemma more prominent. Deciding that I wouldn’t find any peace of mind that way, I decided to go to the living room and switch on the TV. I zapped through the channels until I found a quiz-show. The questions were easy right now and so I stayed with the show in an attempt to stay distracted.

      Five minutes to eight I decided to repack my things–just the necessary few—into a nicer purse. The bell rang, and I slid into my jacket and hurried down the stairs—not bothering to have a look in the mirror as I flitted past it. Greg was waiting outside with sparkling eyes and an almost boyish grin on his face.

      “My lady,” he bowed to me and I—unwillingly—had to smile. “The horses are harnessed and waiting to take us to any place of your choice.”

      “Shut up, Greg.” I chuckled.
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      I closed the door after putting Nigel out and locked it. The cat rubbed his side on Gregory’s legs for a second and trotted away into the darkness.

      Inside Greg’s car it was cozy and warm. For a moment I considered to change the place for the date into his car but quickly shoved the thought aside, knowing that this would mean inevitable kissing attempts from Gregory’s side and a lot of frustration for both of us. I was planning to keep the date as casual as possible not wanting to get his hopes up too much.

      My split mood returned again. It lasted all the way to the movies and I didn’t speak too much.

      “What do you want to see?” Gregory asked with honest interest.

      “Uhm—whatever you’d like to see.” This made his permanent smile vanish for a second, but when I glanced at him a second time it was already back in place.

      “Are you in the mood for action or romance or comedy?”

      “I don’t care.” It wasn’t too polite, but Greg knew me very well and he would have known when I had forced happiness into my words and features. “You decide.”

      Gregory politely kept his distance as the lights went out in the theatre and the movie started. I was glad he did. I was surprised he didn’t try to take my hand or put his arm around me. It was very much like a friendship-date actually—like the many times we had hung out before.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked as we walked from the movie theatre. I realized I was and nodded eagerly. Gregory smiled at me. “Me too,” he agreed and led me to a nearby restaurant.

      The interior was shockingly posh. Too much for my taste, but Gregory seemed perfectly at ease as the waiter eyed us for a brief second and walked over at a moderate pace.

      “Good evening, Mr. Milton-Davis.” I had to cough as he addressed Gregory by his surname. Surely, Gregory came here more frequently. Obviously. Gregory liked expensive things. He was simply used to it, as his parents owned a house resembling half a palace and had inherited a small empire of companies in the recycling industry from his mother’s father. I had always wondered why they hadn’t moved to a more interesting place than Aurora.

      “A table for two?”

      “Yes please,” Gregory replied. The waiter led us to a table in the left part of the room. It was broad and covered with a dark red satin table cloth.

      “I’m pretty sure I can’t afford this,” I whispered into Gregory’s ear as we followed the waiter.

      “Don’t worry—my treat.” He chuckled at my horrified expression. “This is our first date in the sense of date—I want to do it right.”

      The waiter held the chair for me and took my jacket. I sat down uncomfortably, with my back to the room and my eyes on my hands.

      “Greg—” I tried, “This is technically not a date…”

      “I already guessed as much.” I felt his eyes on me and lifted my gaze to measure his expression—it was relaxed, content, joyous.

      The waiter set a bottle of water and two glasses onto the table. Gregory ordered something to eat.

      “Don’t you care at all?”

      “About what?” He looked up from his dinner to throw me a questioning look.

      “That I don’t see this as a real date?”

      “No.” It was a simple statement. His indifference was strangely annoying.

      “But—” A moment of silence passed while I searched for words.

      “But what, Claire?” He looked at me intensely. “Don’t you realize I know you still love him? Don’t you think I wish it wasn’t like that.”

      My head sunk to my chest in shame. Was it that obvious? “But—I thought you—”

      “Yes I do!” he interrupted, his apparent anger suppressed into a hush.

      “Oh.”

      I swallowed the broccoli in my mouth in one piece. If he meant what I thought he meant—what I had wanted to suggest—he had just told me he loved me.

      “Claire,” the brows in his young face furrowed and made him look a lot older. “I don’t care who you love—as long as I get a chance.” I was literally shocked by his openness. “This might be the best chance I get,” he chuckled sardonically. “Who knows how long I have until you change your mind and never go out with me again?”

      My shock turned into sheer panic. The way he talked was far too selfless. He seemed willing to take chances, and it seemed he didn’t care how much he would get hurt in his effort.

      Another wave of shame rolled over me without warning. Gregory was my best friend after all, and I was playing games with him for my own benefit, making him suffer and hurt. I knew this was the moment I had feared, the moment when I would deeply regret my decision to come here tonight. I was disgusted at myself.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked while between a mouthful of meat and a sip of water. Answering this question was harder than I had thought. I couldn’t tell what exactly was wrong, except for everything.

      “Could you pour me some water, please?” I held out my glass for him and he refilled it studying my face. “Thanks.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      I shrugged at him.

      “I’m pretty sure lack of liquid’s not the problem.” His tone was even more serious than his face, though the words resembled a bad joke.

      I shook my head.

      “What is it, then?” he urged, strain showing on his face. I stayed silent not trusting myself to not hurt him if I spoke any of my thoughts.

      “I want to know.”

      Nothing still.

      “Claire,” he sighed. “Do you really think I would have agreed to go on this date if I had thought this was an unsolvable problem?” He looked down. “That you love him, I mean. I have time…”

      I didn’t believe my ears. How could a person be so thick? “Gregory Milton-Davis, what do you think you’re doing?” My sudden anger startled him. “You shouldn’t get yourself any deeper into this. Don’t pretend like you don’t understand that however hard I try I can’t stop loving him.”

      Gregory’s face went blank. “No. You don’t get yourself deeper into this. You’ve known for months that I really like you, and now you need to forget the other weirdo—”

      “He’s no weirdo!” I interrupted.

      “Whatever. You want to forget him for a moment, and you go out with me. I know perfectly well you’re not here tonight because you feel for me the way I feel for you but—”

      “Honestly, Greg! I don’t want to hear it.”

      “Now let me talk!” People were starting to stare at us, some with irritation, some with interest. “I know you don’t feel for me that way—yet. But when you need me I’m there, and when I get a chance to undermine your feelings for him—” he spat the word, gesturing wildly with his hands and knocking over his glass of water, “I’ll act and try to make you see that there are men who want you and love you without playing with your heart the way he did.”

      It was only a second until a fair haired waiter in his forties hurried over to us and tried to mop up the water with a cloth. An ash blond woman in a black dress shifted and lowered her gaze as I caught her staring over her shoulder. Her hair was wound up in an artful hair-do exposing her neck and the heavy silver necklace that hung around it.

      I smiled at the man with the cloth apologetically and wondered where I knew him from. But before I could think about it, Gregory cleared his throat loudly to claim my attention.

      I took a deep breath and turned back to him. He was still fuming, opposite me, with piercing eyes and his lips pressed together in a thin line, showing his distress plainly in every feature of his face.

      “I’m sorry, Greg.” I didn’t know where to start with my apologies. “I didn’t mean to—” No way he would use my weakness to make me change my mind about my non-existent feelings for him. “I just wanted to—” Whatever my intentions had been, his weren’t any better. “Let’s just go. Alright?”

      Greg waved for the waiter, who was standing in a corner, most likely having an inner debate whether or not to come over and inform us that the volume of our voices was a little too high for a classy place like that. He jumped at Gregory’s sign and hurried over like a retriever dog.

      “The bill, please.”

      The waiter bustled back to the counter and returned a few moments later with a deep blue leather folder. Without looking at me, he handed it to Gregory who pulled out his wallet and paid.

      “Thanks!” he beckoned the waiter to leave. He returned with my jacket and helped me into it.

      “Good evening, Mister Milton-Davis,” the waiter said politely as he held the door for us.

      I sucked in the icy cold night air and it almost froze my lungs as it rushed through them.

      “You shouldn’t have come,” I told Gregory remorseful. “It was unfair of me, making you think…”

      “No—It’s fine.”

      We walked to the car in silence.

      He held the door for me. “Get in.” I did as he told me and got into his car. He closed the door behind me, gentleman that he had been brought up to be—no matter how much I annoyed him. The atmosphere inside tensed immediately as he got in on the driver’s side.

      I didn’t dare speak for a while. We had already made it to my street when I opened my mouth again.

      “Don’t think badly of me.” I asked him.

      He snorted. “I don’t. I already told you earlier this evening what I think and feel.”

      But I did—think badly of myself.

      

      Gregory pulled the car into the driveway in front of my home and cut the engine. He got out of the seat and out of the car simultaneously with me. I hurried around the vehicle to hug him quickly. It should have been a demonstration of my willingness to forget the evening.

      Gregory didn’t respond the way I expected. Instead of squeezing me for a moment, Gregory pulled me tight and tighter. He kissed my neck first, then pulled away catching my face with his hands. He held me in place and forced his lips onto mine.

      I grabbed his wrists with my hands and pulled myself out of his grasp.

      “Are you insane?” I nearly screamed at him. “I—do—love—Adam! Have I made myself clear? See you on Monday. Good night.”

      Without looking at him again I turned on my heels and stormed away towards the door.

      I heard the door of the car slam and then the engine roar to life, tires squealing on the cold street and then the sound of the car speeding away. Inhaling deeply I searched my handbag for my keys. The street lights threw a bluish light onto the street and the freezing mist swirled in the beams of light like sprayed waves frozen in midair.

      “How beautiful she is.” Suddenly a male voice spoke behind me. My heart froze and I hurried to find the keys, but my fingers trembled and couldn’t get hold of them. I didn’t want to turn around. All I wanted was to find the damn keys, unlock the door, rush through it into the safety of the house and lock the solid door behind me.

      “Alabaster was right. She indeed carries his mark.” A second voice answered the fist one’s statement. The second one was female. It was cold as ice and deadly.

      My fingers touched cold metal and clutched the keys securely to pull them from my handbag. My right hand was shaking like mad when I held the key to the lock and missed it over and over again.

      “It’s always more fun when they try to run. Look at her shaking.” The first voice—a dry and low male one—spoke again. It sounded closer than before, but still far enough that I would have a chance to make it into the house. Small drops of sweat appeared on my neck and forehead.

      “Mhhh—I love the taste of fear.” The whisper came from directly behind my ear. In shock, I turned around reflexively and looked into a pair of black eyes.

      “Trying to get away, are we?” the black eyed man whispered in a heavy Italian accent. It was way too playful to match his face and made him more eerie than he already was.

      Unable to say a word I put my hand in my pocket and pulled out the cellphone. Hoping I would have a chance, I dialed nine-one-one.

      “Trying to call the police, little girl?” he said, still in a whisper, then he turned around and laughed at the dark shadows beyond the street light’s reach.

      I held the cell to my ear quickly, hoping that someone would answer.

      “Hey Jules—guess what?” He still talked into the shadows. “She thinks the police can help her.” And he laughed again, but this time a chilly female chuckle added to the sound. I still had my cellphone pressed against my ear, holding the keys in the other hand. Cold shudders ran down my spine at the noise.

      And then I almost stumbled into the door behind me when in a flash an olive skinned woman appeared right before me. Her brown hair was long and sleek and shimmered almost purple in the street lamp light. But more impressive and stunning were her light blue, almost white seeming eyes, which held my gaze unblinkingly.

      “A little late to be outside alone,” she said in her deadly icy voice.

      All my senses told me to scream and run, but I knew the odds of escaping weren’t too good. I was spellbound anyway. Even if the emergency number had answered my call, even if I had managed to put the key into the hole—I was simply frozen in place by the sudden appearance of them.

      “No wonder Alabaster wants her,” a third voice spoke from the shadows.

      I shuddered at the sound of it. The silhouette of a tall man appeared in the low light of the nearest street light. The shape was strangely familiar. He wore an eye-catching black frock coat and I recognized the leather appliqués on the collar and sleeves as he glided towards me in dangerously quiet movements.

      His silver-gray hair fell into his face and hid his gray eyes as he looked at me from the side for a minute before turning to the woman with a satisfied expression on his face.“I think she’ll do.”

      My heart started to race in my tight chest, otherwise my body was immobilized. My mouth was too dry to make a sound and my feet were glued to the spot. I wondered what they were talking about and feared knowing too much at the same moment.

      The black-eyed man was standing next to the silver-gray haired, playing with a silver chain around his neck. It had the same chunky amulet dangling from it as the silver-haired had on his necklace. They were watching my every movement—basically, my hands sinking down and my fingers losing their grip on my phone and keys. They hit the ground noisily and I silently wondered how likely it would be that one of our neighbours would go out on a Friday evening and see I needed help.

      The noise woke me from my lethargy.

      “Maybe we should do it right here,” the black-eyed man suggested in his heavy accent.

      He earned himself a disapproving glare from the silver-gray haired. “Alabaster needs her, Blackbird,” he hissed at him with obvious dislike in his tone.

      “What are you talking about?” My voice sounded as dry as my mouth felt. It was not more than a croak, but I had the attention of all three of them in an instant.

      “Look—she has finally done it,” the black-eyed man mocked. “She has unfrozen.”

      “What do you want from me?” I was suddenly very clear that they were discussing the options for my near future and I was pretty sure a far future wouldn’t exist for me anymore when they had decided.

      “From you?” the black-eyed whispered in his dark voice. “She wants to know what we want from her.” I could see all of his face now—straight and handsome features with heavy brows and full lips, pale skin with a shock of black hair atop his head. All three of them had the same amulets hanging around their necks on silver chains.

      “You just have something we need,” the black-eyed continued.

      “I have no money.” I shot automatically.

      “We don’t want money,” the woman, Jules, shot at me, laughing in a high-pitched voice. “Stupid girl! What we want is a bit more subtle.

      I threw her a defensive look. “I don’t have anything.”

      “How do you explain you carry his mark around with you then?” the silver-haired prompted and took a step closer. “I can literally smell it.”

      “Whose what?” I asked, utterly confused and overwhelmed by the growing fear that paralyzed my body.

      “How is your boyfriend?” the woman asked coldly.

      “I don’t have a boyfriend,” I answered reflexively, and my heart throbbed as I realized the words I had just spoken were true. I didn’t have him anymore.

      “Step back from her!” A golden voice shimmered through the frozen mist in the air. My head—like the others’—snapped up reflexively to face the direction the voice had come from, but I couldn’t make out its source.

      I forced my eyes to pierce through the darkness and the rising fog until I saw the outline of a tall athletic figure coming closer. I recognised the shape. The way he walked towards us—hesitant but with strong and elegant strides—I wondered why he was here. He looked different without the suit and much much younger in the bluish darkness, but I was pretty sure that this man was the one from the library, the one in the tailored suit—now in jeans and a sweater—who had needed directions for the ATM. His blond hair looked even fairer than in daylight as he planted himself at the end of the stairs.

      The two other men and the woman built a row in front of me, shielding me from his view.

      The blonde man’s voice grew louder and suddenly was very cold. “I said—step—back.”

      “Or what?” the women taunted in her deadly voice.

      “You’ll have to take me on first.” I could almost taste the anger that carried along with the controlled monotone of his words.

      The woman laughed icily for a second. Then she was at his side in a heartbeat, her hands at his throat. “I counted on you to say that,” she whispered so low I could hardly hear it.

      I couldn’t believe how brave the man was to stand up to them—I wasn’t, I could barely move, frozen with fright. I searched for some inner resources of strength and drew them up to find the courage to speak.

      “Leave him alone!” I was surprised how clear my voice carried through the frozen air. “It’s me you want—not him.” I directed my words at the woman whose fingers clawed at the blond’s skin.

      I noticed some alien beauty radiating from him, like it was touchable. He shook his head an inch slowly, as to tell me to shut up, and his eyes gleamed a little. It was just noticeable when I looked very carefully, but I was sure I saw a hint of gold glowing under his lashes as he averted his gaze from the scene.

      What was he playing at? I knew this glow. I knew what it meant—even though I had seen only one of them so far. If my eyes hadn’t betrayed me, I was just experiencing the presence of another angel.

      The woman looked at me for only a few seconds, probing my seriousness, as did the two men. But these few seconds sufficed for him to explode into a white blur, smashing the distracted brunette aside.

      She flew a few yards into the air and touched the ground next to the street lamp, feet down, body upright. How did she do that?

      The winged man leapt into the air with outstretched arms and swirled around at inhuman speed. The two dark men in front of me shifted from foot to foot for a moment. The next second one of them was on the ground under the angel, reaching his hands up for him with an angry growl pulling his lips apart. I let myself sink to the ground in the moment of distraction, trying to retrieve my keys and somehow unlock the door. Maybe it wouldn’t keep them away, but it might buy me some time—only a few minutes…

      A silvery shine lightened the scene for a second and sidetracked me. SMASH! Something hit the ground behind me. I turned around reflexively and saw a pair of black eyes stare at me once more. This time his hands grabbed my arms and no matter how hard I struggled, I was locked in position without hope of breaking free.

      The angel was lying on the ground behind him with slightly twitching limbs. The woman was standing behind him, superiority mirrored in her face and her posture. The second man was close beside her, holding down the pair of wings with both his arms.

      If until now I had been doubting the existence of something supernatural, I had lost every reason to not believe. Something very supernatural was going on right in front of me and I was part of it—a weak part, but part, still. Worst of all—I had involved some innocent stranger. He seemed to be an angel and he was risking his life for me. One thing I was positive about: I hated being responsible for this angel’s misery.

      The way the evil dark woman looked down on his body writhing on the ground made me think of a dragon killer, spearing her trophy with sadistic glee. I wanted to run over and help him, but I couldn’t shake off the black-eyed man’s iron grasp; it didn’t matter how hard I struggled.

      The last thing I saw was the blond’s head turning towards me. The golden glow had completely vanished, and he was watching me with an apologetic look in his now lackluster eyes.

      

      My wrists hurt badly. Only the throbbing in my head could match the pain—at least I thought so until I tried to move and a rush of pain ran through my spine and legs. Unable to remember what had happened, I rolled to one side with great effort. My eyes refused to open until the fourth attempt and then shut instantly at the light that stung them. It had to be daytime. I had no idea where I was or what day it was. All I knew was that I’d rather go back to sleep and block out the pain that seemed to reach every nerve of my body.

      The soreness of my body kept me from returning to the black velvety sleepiness I had awoken from. I dared a fifth attempt to lift my eyelids. It worked. They eventually stayed open and my pupils adjusted to the bright light.

      I rolled to one side, careful not to add more to the already existing pain. Light gray shapes were the first thing I saw; they were right before my eyes. A little farther to the left I made out a pair of jeans that enveloped human legs which belonged to a body that sat next to me on the ground, back leaned against the white wall. I wondered where I was and how I had gotten there. Another foot farther up I managed to see the outline of a human face.

      “I know you,” I whispered, unable to make a decent sound.

      “About time you woke up,” he said in a low voice. “They knocked you out so hard I was already wondering if you would ever open your eyes again.”

      I loved the voice. It was golden and comforting—and it brought back fragments of memories that couldn’t be true.

      “What happened?” I breathed.

      “They ambushed you at your doorstep.” He looked away from me and rubbed the bridge of his nose between his fingers.

      “Who are they?” I asked weakly, wincing at the attempt to prop up my weight on my right forearm. I crashed down to the ground instantly, unable to stabilize myself against the hard stone.

      “Demons,” he answered tonelessly. “And I failed to protect you.” He turned back to me at his last words, his golden eyes holding the same apologetic gaze they had the the night before—had it been the night before? I had no idea how long I had been out.

      “What day is it?”

      He eyed me, confused. “Saturday, January 15th.” Damn! Had I been out a whole day? “It’s 12:42—you’ve been out for nearly eleven hours.” Then he turned his whole body towards me and gently stroked my hair. I jerked at the unexpected movement.

      “How do you feel?”

      What did he do? Why did he stroke my head? I was dazed and befuddled by the situation, and even more confused by the way it felt so soothing and tender, the way he touched me. He’s a stranger, I told myself and shuddered.

      Not knowing what to answer, I groaned in pleasure and pain, allowance and disapproval, all at the same time. I looked at him more closely. I had been so sure he was the suit guy from the library the night before—now I was doubting my vision. He looked so much younger, almost my age, a bit older maybe. Now that my eyes had adjusted to the bright light of the sun that came in through the window behind him, I saw light freckles that were strewn on his straight nose. His features were handsome and gentle.

      “You still haven’t answered my question,” he said in a soft voice. I felt a warmth spread through my body that I didn’t understand. “Are you hurt?”

      I nodded slowly. The way the warmth spread its way through my body made me feel a little uncomfortable.

      “Don’t worry,” he answered my unease. “I’m here.”

      The warmth spread further and I suddenly felt relief in my sore limbs. “It will be over soon.”

      I wondered if it was him who made it, but couldn’t get my thoughts together. I was back to sleep as soon as the pain had eased a little.

      My dreams were uneasy. All the time, I heard harsh voices piercing through the layers of darkness that enveloped my mind. I struggled hard to answer when they asked for the angel. I heard screams in the back of my mind—they sounded a lot like my own. A cold female voice asked me over and over again for the angel’s whereabouts. I told her over and over again that I had no clue who they meant, and images of Adam flashed through my head. I cried out loud for help and I felt hot tears streaming down my face. It felt so real that I was glad I knew I was dreaming.

      Then the pain started again, as if someone was skinning me alive. My chest tightened in agony and I told my heart to stop beating so I wouldn’t have to endure the searing pain anymore. But somewhere, in the dark behind the pain, a voice told me to endure, to stay, whatever it might cost. The voice was comforting and shining through the darkness like a golden mist that wound through solid black danger that was hiding in my dream. I listened to it, not sure how long I could obey its demand. More than anything I wanted to wake up—or die.

      It seemed like hours before the darkness faded and bright light fell on my face again. I felt myself being laid down onto hard stone and it hurt everywhere my body touched the cool rough surface. I didn’t dare open my eyes, fearing them to sting too. The crude hands that had laid me down vanished and I heard a door close somewhere nearby. A key turned in a lock with a sound of finality.

      I rolled onto my back with all the strength that was left in my sore limbs. I couldn’t help letting a moan escape my lips. It sounded too loud and real. I wanted to wake up from this painful nightmare. Worst of all—it wasn’t only my body that hurt—it felt like some untouchable part of my inner self was damaged as well and this pain was beyond the one in my limbs, torso and head—it was indescribable and made me shiver over and over again.

      And then I saw Adam before my inner eye—he looked so beautiful, even in my memory—and the pain intensified by a hundred times.

      I counted to fifty in my head to distract myself from the feeling and then forced my eyes open.

      The sun hurt my vision again. I waited a minute to let my eyes adjust to the bright light that shone towards me. The walls were still white, the floor still the same terracotta stone.

      “How are you feeling?” A familiar voice asked in my ear and a breeze of warm breath tickled the skin on my cheek.

      I lifted my head as much as my sore body would allow—it wasn’t more than an inch. “Bad dream.” I mumbled into the brightness.

      “I know.” I wasn’t sure if I just imagined him speak—my head was so full of images of Adam and the pain that seemed to be incurable and that kept returning with every new thought.

      “What did you dream about?” This time I definitely heard him speak, though his voice wasn’t as close as it had been before. He was speaking from somewhere behind me with a soft note in his words.

      “I can’t tell exactly.” Actually, I was embarrassed to tell. Nobody needed to know how much I couldn’t let Adam go—not even now, or especially now. It was such a weird situation. I hadn’t found out where I was, neither did I know what had happened, nor why I was here. I clung to the pictures of Adam like mad—like they would give me some absolution or get me out of here, like they were all I needed to feel safe and happy.

      But reality was harder than that. Reality brought back nothing but soreness and the strangest memories.

      I glanced down at my arms. My jacket was gone and so was my sweater. All I wore was the long sleeved shirt I had put on in the morning a day ago, jeans and sneakers—was it even a day ago, or longer already? I closed my eyes and wondered where my clothes had gone.

      “How long?” The words cost me much effort. A shuffling noise behind me told me that he was moving closer again. “What do you mean, how long?” his voice was a breath on my cheek again.

      “How long did I sleep this time?” I felt my system scream for a bathroom as I spoke.

      “Somewhat more than an hour.” His tone strained as he spoke. “Can you move?”

      I was pretty sure I had to—the tone of his question implicated it.

      “I’m sure I can—destination: bathroom.”

      I heard a low chuckle beside my ear. His face radiated warmth to my skin. It felt nice.

      “There’s a bathroom in here.” His voice moved away and I was afraid he would disappear. But he only got to his feet, offering his hand to help me up.

      I searched for willpower and strength and self-control and rolled back to the side, lifting my hand to take his. I couldn’t help letting a growl escape at the pain it inflicted on my body. He flinched at the noise. “Give me your hand.” He knelt down beside me and reached out for mine.

      The moment our hands touched the warmth spread again, and I felt how the soreness slowly retreated from my fingers and toes first, then from my limbs and finally the burning sensation vanished from my skin and bones.

      “How—.”

      “Don’t ask,” he interrupted with a soothing smile. “Ready for the bathroom?” He pulled once and I was on my feet, too astounded to realize he had pulled me up. “Over there,” he gestured at a light brown wooden door and I walked there automatically.

      Before I went back to the blond guy, I drank some cold water and washed my face, hoping I would wake up from this strange dream. I leaned against the wall and waited until the cool air had dried my wet face. My hair was tangled at my back in a weird knot, my jeans were dirty from lying on the floor and my shirt was stained with water and dust.

      I shook my head and tried to focus on a plan in order find out what was going on and why he was here. Who was he? Or better—what was he, that he could heal my pain with his touch—if it had been him. I took one last deep breath before I got away from the wall and pushed down the handle to open the door.

      He sat in the sunlight, leaning against the chalk white wall, his face turned up to the high ceiling and his eyes closed. He looked shiny in the brightness of the sun. At my slouching movement, he turned and opened his golden eyes to look at me, sadness in his features. His hair reflected golden as it shimmered, quivering when he moved his head.

      Amazed by his appearance, I stopped and felt awe lowering my chin. I gazed at him open mouthed. “Who are you?”

      “I already wondered when you’d ask.” he smiled at me innocently and turned back, examining the ceiling in silence.

      I waited for a while, but didn’t get an answer.

      “Are you going to tell me?”

      Silence.

      “Maybe an easier question first?” he said without moving his gaze.

      “Like what?”

      “Like, where are we?”

      I nodded, perplexed.

      “We are in a mansion somewhere near Crystal Lake. That’s about a fourteen hour drive from there to the south of Washington DC.”

      I couldn’t believe my ears. “How did we get here?” I blurted out.

      He smiled at my impatience. “They took us here.”

      A memory flashed through my head—a dark street and three dark dressed people barring my view, a golden voice in the mist.

      “You—” I walked over to sit beside him on the floor. “—where there last night.” I saw his eyes narrow for a fraction of a second and interpreted it as a yes.

      “How come you were there?”

      I waited for him to speak.

      “So, no answer again.”

      He finally looked at me with his golden eyes. They were smoldering, literally, and I suddenly remembered everything. He watched me patiently while the memories returned to my head. The glow in his eyes had set off the process. Pictures of black and white, of feathers and icy blue darkness sped by at incredible speed. And then an image of the golden-eyed, blond-haired stranger spreading wings and hovering above the ground, froze my body. He still looked me in the eye with his intense gaze.

      “You remember,” he said blankly. Not a question—a conclusion.
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      I blinked. “You are one of them.” I couldn’t keep myself from saying it, and it sounded like an accusation.

      He turned away again, his eyes back to normal.

      “Why did you help me?” It was a strange feeling—he was one of them—an angel. “Was it a coincidence?”

      “What do you mean?” he asked into the sunlight.

      “How did you know I needed help?” I tried to catch his gaze and hold it, but it was like trying to catch an eel with bare hands.

      “I—” he hesitated mid-word.

      “Don’t hold back,” I taunted him.

      “—I’m …well…” he hemmed and hawed.

      “Tell me.” I demanded.

      “I’m sort of assigned to you.”

      “What?” I blinked and tried to get it. “How?”

      He shook his head at my reaction and looked back towards the light again. It had started to slowly creep behind the far away mountains.

      “I mean—how can you be assigned to me?” I tried to talk an explanation out of him.

      Still shaking his head he turned back to me. His eyes had started to gleam golden again.

      “Think!” he simply prompted.

      And so I did. How could he be assigned to me? What did that mean? He was an angel and he was assigned to me—like my personal angel? I already had that spot occupied with Adam.

      “I’m sorry, I—” I started.

      “Why do you think I pop up every time you need me? Why do you think I—”

      “I’ve never seen you before,” I interrupted. “I was sure I had last night, but now—” My thoughts wandered back to the tailored suit guy from the library. “—You are so much younger than him.”

      “Who?”

      “There was a man at the library not long ago. He looked like an older version of you—somehow.” I took in his features again. “But maybe it’s just a wrong memory. You are definitely too young.” I corrected my doubts. “And I can’t remember needing anything then.”

      “You remember our encounter at the library—” His expression was pleased and scared at the same moment.

      “That really was you?” I couldn’t believe it.

      I took an even closer look at his face. “The man was at least ten years older than you. How old are you? Twenty?”

      “Nearly,” he answered. “I might look that way, but actually I’m more than nine-hundred years old.”

      Silence.

      “Yeah, right! I really hate bad jokes, you know?”

      “It’s not a joke, Claire.” His voice was fierce, burning.

      My heart missed a beat. Had he just called me by my name? I had never told him that. He shouldn’t have known. I wanted to throw something at him to make him disappear, to make myself wake up—I still hoped I was dreaming.

      “How come you look so much younger now?” I didn’t try to hide any of my distress. If he was what he claimed to be, he would know anyway.

      The blond man twitched and his expression grew watchful. “Later,” he whispered. In less than a second he lifted his hand an placed it on my arm. I felt the touch for a moment and then there was darkness.

      I moved through black layers of mist without being able to steer.

      “She’s sleeping again,” a cold voice said as my head hit something hard. “Wake her up!” a second voice answered. It had a strong Italian accent. This made me think I wasn’t dreaming. Maybe I was unconscious. But I wouldn’t get what they were speaking then. “Careful,” someone hushed from further away. “She mustn’t die, or the mark will be lost forever.”

      I remembered that the three dark demons had talked about a mark in front of my house. I tried hard to listen but the more attentive I was the more it hurt. It didn’t take long until I preferred the blackness in my head to the pain. Again it felt like razor blades were peeling off my skin slowly enough to feel every cell in my body protest in agony.

      

      My head lolled sideways and hit something soft. A hand touched my shoulder. My senses seemed numb and my heart raced.

      I blinked. My eyes opened and found the dim light very comfortable. The pain was nearly gone when my eyes found his face above me.

      “Hey sleepy,” he said with a wry smile on his lips.

      “How long this time?” I asked, rolling my head on his thigh.

      “Seven hours.” He answered instantly.

      “What happened?” My head swirled as I tried to sit up. Ouch! “The last thing I can remember is that we discussed something, and then everything went black.”

      Something dawned on me—he had been there every time I had woken up, but also had been there every time I had gone to sleep, or unconscious—I wasn’t sure. “You did this to me?”

      I moved into a sitting position, resting my back against the wall a little distance from him.

      “I sent you to sleep, so you wouldn’t feel the pain.” I could remember the agony and laughed mockingly.

      “Not feel the pain? What are you talking about? I thought this was a dream.” He looked wary, older than before I had blacked out, and he shook his head once.

      “No, Claire, you didn’t have an unpleasant dream.” I flinched as he said my name and remembered that he wasn’t supposed to know it.

      “What then?” I whispered in exasperation. “Would you please tell me what happened—from the first second. I don’t understand anything anymore. Who are you? What are you?”

      He chuckled, frustrated. “I am your guardian angel, Claire, I’ve been watching over you most of your life.”

      I sucked in a breath. So that was a first—getting information.

      “I’m Jaden, by the way.” He inclined his head politely. “I was assigned to you when you were about four years old and have never left your side since. I never knew what happened to my predecessor.”

      I was perplexed by how openly he suddenly spoke.

      “Guardian angel,” I mocked.

      “Yes,” his face was serious.

      “Jaden,” still mocking.

      “Jaden Kenneth Ableton,” he corrected me.

      “Jaden Kenneth Ableton, guardian angel,” I laughed out loud.

      “Shhh,” he looked around nervously.

      “What?”

      “When they hear you’re awake, they’ll turn up quicker than you can speak your own name.”

      “What do they want from me?”

      “Can’t you guess?”

      I pondered for a moment with my eyes closed and my arms bracing my chest. I instantly knew. “Adam.”

      “Damn right,” he agreed.

      “Aren’t angels supposed to not curse?” “Very funny. It’s not easy to look after someone with such an affinity to danger.” I didn’t know what he was talking about and shot him a questioning look.

      “Why on earth do you have to fall in love with freaks all the time?” “That’s not true—” I defended myself.

      “It—is—true.”

      “Adam’s not a freak,” I protested.

      “But he’s not good for you.”

      I didn’t want to hear this. “He is good.” I locked his gaze to mine. “He’s like you, didn’t you know?”

      “Sure enough I know,” he taunted. “And I’m not good for you either. Being with one of us is never healthy for you humans. Do you think you’re the first?”

      Sons of God and daughters of men—it flashed to my mind and he nodded as he recognized the insight in my eyes. “Every human becomes a target for the dark side when they get too involved with our side.” He shifted to his knees and looked at me intensely. “I shouldn’t show myself to you—ever. But there was no other way. It is dangerous for you to know we exist and it’s dangerous for us to get involved with humans too much.”

      “Why are you here then?”

      “Claire, you are in unbelievable danger.”

      I shook my head in denial.

      “Don’t you understand? Adam marked you when he first spread his wings. There is no way back now. He is tied to you more fiercely than he ever was before—and that was a lot already.”

      “What do you mean—mark?” I didn’t get a word he was telling me.

      “When semi-angels spread their wings for the very first time the person who’s the catalyst for it will be marked. It’s like an invisible sign that makes you his. You’re tied to each other.”

      My mind blanked in disbelief.

      “Demons are wicked creatures. They try to get hold of marked people, torture them to trap the belonging angel. They try to extract the mark from the person and tie the angel to their service with it."

      “How does the mark work?”

      “Some invisible force ties the souls of the new angel and the catalyst together. The interlaced part of the souls is inseparable, so the angel and the marked person will depend on each other in some way. We don’t know how it works exactly, but demons can use the mark to control the angel or to kill it.”

      I flinched.

      “I’ve seen people die protecting the mark and the associated angel. And I’ve seen people lose their minds over the loss of their angels, and angels’ unearthly grief at the loss of their marked ones.”

      I looked at him with wide eyes and felt like a child listening to some scary story.

      “You are his because you carry his mark. He’s tied to you. And if you can’t protect the mark he’ll be enslaved or killed, whatever they find will hurt him more. You will go insane over the loss and I will go insane with you.”

      He fell silent and something in his eyes told me he knew exactly what he was talking about. He evaded my gaze and looked away into the darkness.

      My eyes followed his gaze to the shadows that danced across the walls in the candlelight and we sat in silence for a while. I had a lot to think about and one thing still didn’t fit into my head.

      “How could he send me away when he is tied to me so strongly?” A tear glistened in my eye, threatening to spill onto my cheek. The thought of Adam still hurt—every time—and I couldn’t do anything about it. It was like someone had ripped my heart from my chest.

      “You are his true other half.”

      I swallowed.

      “You are all he ever wanted and all he’ll ever miss if he doesn’t get you back.” He watched me, serious.

      My feelings were on a roller coaster. I knew it. I knew Adam was meant for me. It felt even worse as I thought of how hard-hearted he had been when he had sent me away, in spite of the feelings he had for me. I knew we were in grave danger, and all I could do was cry for Adam. No matter how much I loved him, this was not the time to weep over my lost love—this was the time to find a way out of the more pressing predicament of my imprisonment, though I hadn’t seen much of my captors since they had ambushed me.

      “What are you thinking?” Jaden scrutinized my expression.

      “Nothing,” I was ashamed again as the tears seeped out between my eyelids. Why did I have to be so overemotional and lack self-control like I was a four year old?

      “Claire, I feel what you feel anyway—don’t try to hide.”

      I had known he could sense my feelings. He was an angel after all—he had to feel what I felt, to know how much I suffered …Did he feel my physical pain too?

      I leaned against the cool wall and breathed slowly, in and out and in and out again. It was all I could do to regain control.

      “Claire, come on—speak to me.”

      I closed my eyes to shut out every external stimulus. A few more breaths and the tears would ebb. The wall was soothingly cold against my back—a good balance to the hot feeling in my chest.

      “Your self-control is unbelievable.” Jaden forced me back to the present. I didn’t understand and looked at him questioningly.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re simply unbelievable.” He examined every inch of my face. “How do you bear so much and still hold yourself together like that?”

      “I don’t think I do.” I was surprised by his conclusion.

      “I think you cope very well—with everything that’s happened in your life—you’re still on your feet, mind healthy and body strong enough to endure all the pain they inflict on you.”

      “You think I cope well?” I mocked. “I think you’ve missed the times of my life when I cried myself from minute to minute without knowing if I would make it.”

      “I’ve always been around. None of my former fosterlings was as skilled at surviving difficulties, frustration, and pain as you are.”

      “Something to be proud of?”

      “Indeed.” He looked at me like I was some animal—an extraordinarily interesting species. “How do you do it?”

      “What?”

      “Handle your emotional state and keep yourself composed that much.”

      “You want to tell me there are people who suffer more?” I asked disbelievingly.

      “They don’t suffer more—they suffer less bad experiences and pain, but it affects them a lot worse than it affects you.”

      “Worse than this?” I reminded him of the situation. “Worse than them? Where are they anyway?”

      “What do you remember?”

      “How they turned up on my doorstep and you tried to help me. The talked about a mark and about some guy called Alabaster.”

      “Nothing else?”

      “The dreams. The pain and the dreams—if that’s what they were.”

      He shuddered slightly at my words as if trying to shake off a bad memory. “You remember them, too? What did you dream about?”

      “Cold voices and pain.” I cringed away from the thought and my chest stung as if to support my words. I didn’t believe in bad dreams anymore at this point. I was positive this was only the beginning.

      “I must have done something wrong. You shouldn’t feel anything when I send you to sleep—usually.”

      “Usually?” I probed his expression. “Do you do that a lot?”

      “Only twice since I’ve been assigned to you. Once when you were a child and you were very ill and you ran a fever that was so dangerous that the doctor wasn’t sure you would live the night.” I immediately knew—I had only been that ill once as a child. “I took away some of the heat, so nobody would notice too much of the difference, but it wasn’t life threatening anymore, and then sent you to sleep. Your mom left your side only for a few seconds and when she came back and you talked about a man in your room she thought you hallucinated.”

      I didn’t remember the so-called hallucination but I remembered my mom sitting by my bed for days until I had been well again.

      “And the second time,” he continued. “The day your parents died. You cried all night, and it burnt my insides.”

      “I can’t remember that,” I said, stunned. “So, that’s why I am drifting from conscious to unconscious without knowing how? You do it.”

      “Usually we are not supposed to interfere with our fosterlings’ lives except for life-threatening situations. Now, I think, the word life-threatening applies exactly to the situation you’ve gotten yourself into. So here I am, sending you to sleep to protect your life and sanity.” He turned and looked at me with piercing eyes. “It is only a matter of time until they will come to torture you again, Claire.”

      Icy shudders ran down my spine as he spoke. Torture—that was definitely what it was. I had no chance to react when I was semi-conscious. I wanted to look them in the eyes, the ones who wanted to extract Adam’s mark from me. I wouldn’t give it up without putting up a good fight—if I could fight, anyway. I was bound from head to toe if Jaden made me fall into blackness again.

      “We have to get out of here,” I whispered and saw him nod in agreement. “Why do we waste all this time talking—it’s important to save Adam now. I won’t give up his mark and let him be enslaved or killed. Never.”

      “Don’t you think I would have gotten you out by now if I had seen a way?”

      “But they never check on me. We’ve been talking for hours without seeing anything of them.”

      “Do you see any way to escape this? I am alone and there are three of them. I could take on one by myself, but three—”

      “What do you suggest we should do?”

      “If we find a way—get out of here as soon as possible. But even if we make it—they will come looking for you, and they’ll find you, believe me.” He laughed without humor. “Don’t think they will hesitate to kill you then. They won’t bother a second time, and then they won’t rest until they’ve killed him too.”

      I got to my feet and looked around. The windows were closed and had no handles. Apart from the bathroom door, there was another door in this room, it too had no handle.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “A way out.”

      “You think windows or doors are a problem for me?” He mocked. “I can smash them with my bare hands.”

      “What are we waiting for then?” I ran towards the closest window. He jumped to his feet and vanished into thin air. I looked around.

      Half a second later he reappeared behind me and made me jump.

      “Are you crazy?” I half shrieked. “How did you do that?”

      He smiled with a hint of pride. “Did you forget?” He pointed at himself. “Angel.”

      “Angels know how to teleport?” Shock made my voice sound higher than normal. Adam didn’t, or he hadn’t told me. He nodded at my shoulder and touched me lightly on my arm.

      It felt like being pulled through ice-cold water for a second as everything went black. I lost track of time and my orientation; and then I was at the other side of the room, Jaden still at my side.

      “What…” I panted. “Why can’t you just get us out of here?”

      “I can’t. They have secured the room so I can’t get you out. Neither with raw force, nor with tricks like teleporting. They didn’t expect me to interfere when they captured you, and now they made sure I can’t teleport through the walls. The protection will only break when they remove it willingly—or when the ones who put it up die.”

      “Why didn’t they kill you?” I wondered aloud.

      He chuckled darkly. “They prefer to see me suffer over your pain.”

      He stood very still for a moment, then turned to me again. “They are coming.” And he reached out his hand to touch me, but I pulled my arm away.

      “No.”

      He eyed me, questioning.

      “No way I’m going back to sleep. I feel the pain anyway, I could…”

      He shook his head before I could finish my thought.

      “I won’t give them a chance to question you awake.” He stiffened and his face hardened. “You wouldn’t survive, and that’s my number one priority as your guardian angel—keep you alive.”

      “Don’t you think I get a say in that?” I took a few steps backwards, out of his reach.

      “I think you don’t know what you’ve gotten yourself into, and I won’t allow you to push your luck any further.” He closed his eyes and before I could read his expression he had vanished and turned up again with his hands on my shoulders. I felt the blackening sensation running through my body, numbing my limbs. Before I could protest again I felt my knees give way and my body sank towards the ground. Two arms caught me before I hit the stone floor.

      I didn’t sleep as deeply this time. Maybe there hadn’t been enough time for him to send me into a coma again. I heard and felt everything but I wasn’t able to make my muscles respond to my brain’s requests of movement.

      “You—angel,” a deep male voice demanded. “Stand up!” Something moved beside me.

      “Keep your filthy demon claws off her.” Jaden’s voice carried through the darkness. It was hostile but still held that golden touch that had carried me through the pain before.

      “Prefer if we take you first” the other male voice spoke. I didn’t recognise it.

      “Do with me what ever you want.” I heard Jaden speak again. “But leave her alone. She has no idea.” Feet shuffled beside my head—probably Jaden.

      The next thing that happened was a loud noise that sounded like shattering glass. Someone whimpered for a moment and then a rush of heat singed my skin. The whimpering didn’t sound like Jaden.

      Let me wake up, I thought, I want to help. I struggled against the darkness in my head for a few moments. It seemed weaker than before and I pushed further into it until I found a little light ahead. It took some slow breaths and a lot of concentration until I finally managed to open my eyes in spite of the heaviness of my eyelids and the grogginess of my limbs.

      A man lay on the floor beneath the closest window, which was shattered and cold night air was streaming in. It felt good.

      “How did you do it?” I whispered at Jaden. He didn’t answer. “Jaden?” A little louder this time. Still no answer.

      “Claire.” It wasn’t Jaden’s voice as I had expected. It was harsh, and it was fearless and cold. “You’re finally awake princess.” The voice went on. I looked around to make out its source. The man lying by the window twitched slightly. I sucked in a breath as I recognised his golden hair.

      The voice came from a shadowy corner. “Come over here like a good girl.” I took a closer look and saw a shadow standing in the darkness. The shadow moved a step towards me and another, until I looked into a pair of light brown eyes which were set in an alabaster face.

      I didn’t know him. He was of medium size with a bulky figure and long arms. They seemed to be too long for his height. He held one of them out for me invitingly and gave me a seductive smile. I looked to the ground, evading his eyes. “So Blackbird was right—You are a beautiful little thing.” He walked around me in a small circle and looked down onto my cowering shape while he walked. “Pity you’ll soon be worth nothing.”

      His smile was cruel as he lifted his hands over me and murmured into the darkness. I couldn’t understand the words but I instantly felt the effect they had.

      The razor-sharp blades seemed to skin me again. My body burned in agony and my mind wanted to cringe into the coma Jaden had wanted me to be in.

      And then for a second it stopped. “Tell me where your boyfriend is,” the man demanded. I shook my head an inch and the flames started to lick my inner organs. It was beyond agony.

      “Stop it!” I screamed. I knew I didn’t stand a chance—in the end I would tell him—or would I rather die? Pain made it difficult to figure out.

      “Give me a reason to,” the man said in his slow manner. It sounded sweet and seductive, as if there was a way out.

      I wondered why they couldn’t find out themselves, lure Adam into a trap and destroy him, like they had done with me. The pain seared my bones and made my head spin.

      “You didn’t want it any other way.” He smiled at me with cold vicious eyes, and then he held out his hand. A silver sphere started to dance above his palm. It slowly moved towards my chest where it started to sink in. It felt like a knife was cutting open my skin and stabbing into my heart. It pounded unwillingly beneath my ribs as the silver light vanished right into my body.

      The sphere slowed down my heart so drastically that I was sure I would black out from lack of oxygen any second. I panted to endure a little longer. My eyes rolled and grayness pulled up from around me. I turned my head to the window with great effort, whispering for help, sure Jaden wouldn’t hear me; he lay there unconscious.

      I was even more surprised as the last thing I saw before fading into the dark was a small shift of his shoulders and a white ray that erupted from his hands. My heart slowed further down as the silver sphere kept wandering through my chest, until it wasn’t any more than a low irregular thumping.

      I heard something heavy hit the ground somewhere near my head and then the binding feeling in my chest lifted, and I smashed to the ground as well; like a spell was broken and my body was freed.

      I panted for air, and oxygen flooded through my brain, waking me up and pushing back the darkness. As I opened my eyes I had to blink several times. Jaden was standing next to me with his illuminated palms that forced the dark demon down with the white ray that rose from his hands. The creature lay on the ground. Slowly the ray bore through its body, burning a hole that spread in all directions, leaving nothing but gray dust on the ground.

      “You killed him.” I was surprised.

      “I had to,” he answered.

      “What happened?”

      “Shhh…” He held his finger to his lips. “Are you okay?”

      I shook my head still gasping for air. My body burned like fire and my heart was beating at an unnatural speed, as if it was trying to catch up the lost number of beats.

      “Hold very still.” Jaden whispered and looked around. He closed his eyes for a second and vanished on the spot. I turned my head to find him, but he wasn’t in the room.

      I jumped and my heart almost stopped beating again as he reappeared behind me a minute later. “The protection is broken. We are free,” he whispered. I had barely grasped the meaning of his words when he scooped me up in his arms and closed his eyes.

      My head was spinning and my bones were hurting when I opened my eyes again. I was disoriented. The darkness around me told me it was still nighttime, but I had no idea where I was. As I tried to sit up a pair of arms held me down. I whimpered as they pressed against my sore body.

      “Don’t move,” Jaden whispered into my ear.

      “Where are we?” I felt icy air wash through my lungs and the hard ground beneath my hips and legs seemed to be frozen.

      “A wooded area near Aurora.” His brief answer was interspersed with sharp breaths.

      “What happened?”

      “The protection broke as I killed the demon. Seems like he had been the one who put it up.” He coughed. “I teleported us out before the others could react.” Another cough.

      “Are you alright?” His coughing didn’t sound too healthy.

      “Sure—are you?” His grip on me became stronger and he held my chest down with his arm and shifted me towards the closest bush. “Shh—”

      A noise nearby made my heart threaten to fail. I had had enough for one night—if not for a lifetime. It came nearer—shuffling feet, at least three pairs.

      “Don’t you think we should get back, Daphne?” a girlish voice suddenly broke the silence that hung heavy in the air. “We will miss the party-highlights if we don’t turn around now.”

      A second girl giggled. “I wonder what it might be this time.”

      “Maybe Jeremy stripping down naked, pissed as she is,” a third voice, a male one, added.

      “Let’s hurry,” one of the girls pressed and they headed off in another direction.

      I didn’t dare to move until Jaden rolled me to my side and out of the bushes.

      “Sorry,” he whispered. “Are you in pain?” It didn’t sound like a question. “I’ll make it go away.” He stroked my face tenderly and kissed my forehead, and warmth spread through my body taking the soreness away. His fingers and lips were cold from the wintery air as they touched my face.

      The pain vanished so quickly I couldn’t react the way I wanted to. I wanted to ask him what this meant, what he wanted, why he was so close to me. But I couldn’t help but feel endlessly grateful and comfortable in his arms. It was not the glowing fire Adam had heated—it was some different sensation of trust and warmth and affinity of nature.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, and his features lightened slightly in the darkness. His eyes seemed to be two golden suns hidden behind several layers of night.

      “Anytime,” he breathed, and his lips twitched up at one side. His breath was warm on my face. I shivered as the warmth faded from the rest of my body. He lay beside me, one arm still over my chest, pinning me to the ground. His eyes were very focused on mine, like they tried to bore into my thoughts. I forgot the cold ground and my freezing body—all I saw was his face that slowly drew nearer to mine. He wasn’t more than an inch away when suddenly he vanished.

      “Jaden,” I whispered. No answer. “Jaden, where are you?” I waited a minute; still no sign of him.

      It seemed I was lying there in a dark cold wood in the middle of January, alone.
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      It was dark and cold. I was shivering from lying on the frozen ground for too long.

      What was I going to do now? Asking myself this question over and over again, I rolled to the side. Convinced that lying and waiting wouldn’t help, I slowly got to my feet. Jaden’s jacket lay on the ground where he had been lying a second before. I picked it up and slipped my arms into it, thankful to have one. The air was heavy with frozen mist and had seeped through the shirt I wore. The jacket was still warm as I buttoned it up and removed leaves and dirt from my clothes as much as possible. I looked around once and started walking in the general direction the two girls and boy had gone, stumbling over my own feet a lot.

      After around ten minutes I heard music and laughter. I headed in the direction the noise came from, Soon I saw the orange glow of a big bonfire in the middle of a clearing full of people. It seemed to be a big party.

      I stayed hidden behind the trees for a moment watching the scene. I was unsuspicious, so I stepped out from behind the trees and mingled with the crowd. There were so many people nobody would notice I didn’t belong there. Or so I thought.

      A dark-haired girl around twenty-five looked up as I pushed my way past her.

      “Are you new?” she eyed me with big brown eyes. “I haven’t seen you here before.”

      I froze. “Uhm—yes …first time here.” I tried to behave normal.

      “Want a drink?” She gestured for me to follow her and led the way to a bar on the other side of the fire. “Beer?” the girl asked over her shoulder. I nodded briefly, not wanting to draw attention by refusing. “Jamie! Two beers,” she yelled to the guy behind the bar. He handed us two bottles and grinned at me.

      “I’m Karren, by the way.”

      “Claire,” I held out my hand and she shook it.

      “What do you study?”

      We walked over to a table and sat down. There, between empty bottles and half empty glasses some party flyers, lay strewn. I grabbed one and turned it my hands. It said second semester studentparty, January 15th. So this was a party for students of Aurora University.

      “History,” I spilled the first thing that came to my mind. My hand flapped to my forehead—why history, why not something I had a clue about?

      “First semester?”

      “Yeah,” she hadn’t noticed how insecure I was. “And you?”

      “Physics, master program.” She smiled enthusiastically. “I’ll be finished by the end of the upcoming term.”

      “Congratulations,” I encouraged the topic.

      “How do you like it here?” She gave me an expectant look. “I mean, the guys at college are somewhat better than at high school, don’t you think?” her eyelids fluttered several times as she looked around the crowd.

      “Absolutely,” she was right—after all, Adam was a college guy. A voice in the back of my head reminded me painfully of the fact that Adam hadn’t wanted me. “So, how often do these parties take place?”

      “Each semester on the first Saturday before classes start.” She grinned at me. “The students of different departments organize them—this time it was the Med School’s turn.”

      “How many people are here?” The crowd was big, considering we were standing in the middle of the woods. I didn’t dare ask for our actual location and how far it was back to the town.

      “Around two-hundred. But it’s bigger in summer. The parties take place directly on the campus then, and a lot more people come because they don’t have to drive.”

      “There you are,” a voice behind me called. I stayed still, not knowing what to expect, and watched Karren’s face light up.

      “Good Lord, Jeremy,” she laughed out loud and I turned around at her reaction. A guy was standing behind me, stripped down to his underwear. He had put on a parka to protect his bare chest. I couldn’t suppress a giggle. Jeremy eyed me with a broad smile on his face.

      “Hi,” I said before the giggle could burst out again.

      “Who’s the beauty sitting with you?” he asked Karren.

      “Claire, Jeremy—Jeremy, Claire,” she introduced us.

      “Nice to meet you,” I held out my hand, but Jeremy spread his arms and hugged me, placing a wet kiss on my cheek. He smelled like alcohol and his movements were slightly uncoordinated.

      “Go get dressed,” Karren patted his arm and Jeremy turned around and walked away, still smiling broadly. He was soon swallowed by the crowd.

      “Moron,” I heard Karren laugh beside me and I had to join in.

      Strange, how a few minutes earlier, I had feared for my life and now I sat in the middle of a party with happy people around me and was—seemingly—perfectly safe.

      Pictures of darkness and screams flashed through my head. They all were accompanied by the memories of physical pain. If Jaden hadn’t been there I was sure I wouldn’t have survived the torture, I was sure I wouldn’t have gotten away. It seemed like my guardian angel was quite good at his job. I silently wondered where he had gone. For some reason, I was pretty sure I wouldn’t see him again too soon. He had told me many things that I wouldn’t have believed a few days before, but now I knew they were true. I had a lot to think about and I needed to get home. What if the demons were waiting for me at home? Would they trap me again? Jaden, where are you? Fear began to rise in my insides.

      “Karren, do you know how I can get back to Aurora from here? My friend went home already.” I had a quick glance at my watch—1 a.m.

      “Some of my friends wanted to go home around now and I think I’ll join them—had enough of these.” She lifted her bottle. “We can give you a ride.”

      I wasn’t entirely comfortable with the thought of going with strangers, but what alternative did I have?

      “Thanks, that’s really nice.”

      Karren drained her bottle and got to her feet. My bottle was more than half full. I put it on the table and followed her to the edge of the clearing.

      Cars were parked between the trees, and a bunch of people were talking animately between the vehicles.

      “Hey Toby,” she called over to them. “I’ve got another one. Do you have one more free seat?” A bulky guy turned around and waved at us, but we were too far away to see his face in the darkness.

      We wound our way through trees and cars until we reached the group of people. “Toby, that’s Claire. She needs a ride to Aurora.”

      Toby grinned. He had a friendly face. “Sorry Karren, we’re full. But the others should have room. They’ll be here any minute.”

      “No problem,” Karren said cheerily. “Here they come.” She pointed at two shapes escaping the crowd and stepping into the darker improvised parking lot.

      “See you Monday,” Toby waved. He opened his pick-up and the group of people climbed into the cab.

      Karren led the way towards the others who were heading for one of the cars nearest to the road. “Hey,” she called. “Toby said you can give us a ride back.” She pulled me forward by my arm talking in a low voice. “They are real lookers. Brothers. Remember what I said about college guys?” she snickered.

      The two guys turned around and I nearly fell over my own feet.

      “Sure we can,” the taller one said. I shivered.

      “Guys this is…”

      “Claire?” He stood there with his arms half way outstretched as if to hug me, but then they slumped back to his sides.

      “Adam,” my mouth was dry from the shock and my voice was hoarse.

      “You know each other?” Karren wondered aloud.

      “You could say so,” the other guy replied—Ben.

      “What are you doing here?” Adam asked, obviously surprised to see me.

      “Party,” I responded blankly.

      Karren shifted uncomfortably. “Shall we get going then?” She opened the door and slipped into the back seat. I followed her lead and climbed in on the other side.

      The boys got in the front seats and Adam drove back to town. It was very quiet in the car. Neither Adam nor Ben spoke, nor did I. Meeting Adam really was unexpected. Had Jaden known Adam was here. Was this why he had brought me to this forest?

      “You can drop me off right here,” Karren ripped me from my thoughts. Adam pulled to the side and stopped so Karren could get out. “Thanks, Adam. See you on Monday!” She clapped his shoulder. “It was nice meeting you, Claire. Maybe we will run into each other on the campus.”

      “Yeah, maybe. Good night.” I croaked as she closed the door behind her.

      The next stop was my house. None of us spoke until Adam pulled into the driveway and I opened the door. My heart raced with fear. It was fear of both going away from Adam again and fear of what might await me at home.

      “Thanks for the ride,” I smiled vaguely and got out of the car.

      As I closed it behind me, Adam stood in front of me, his eyes scrutinizing me.

      “What happened?” he asked with a pained expression. I shook my head in reply and headed for the door. Adam was right behind me.

      As I pressed down on the handle, the door was open. I saw that the keys lay on the table next to the door along with my cellphone. I took both and put them in the pocket of my jeans.

      “What happened, Claire?” His voice was hard and fearful. It made me turn around and look at him, into his green glowing eyes which seemed tortured by my silence. His expression brought back the memories of pain and fear.

      “Adam—I’m scared.” My shoulders slumped and I leaned against the table with tears in my eye.

      He looked at me for a minute, struggling with himself, and then his posture melted and he touched my arm with his hand. “Come with me tonight.”

      “But Ben—”

      “Ben won’t bother you.” His voice was back to hard. “Get some fresh clothes and your toiletries.”

      I slowly climbed the stairs not daring to look ahead, too afraid to spot a dark shadow around the corner.

      Nigel startled me with a soft meow as he leaped from my bed and rubbed around my feet. “I’m sorry,” I stroked his back for a second, slipped out of Jaden’s jacket and started packing my things.

      A few minutes later my bag was filled. On top of the clothes was the old nameless library book.

      I hurried back downstairs to the kitchen, Nigel at my heels. I poured him some food and milk. He ate hastily and then followed me outside. Before I locked the door behind me I slipped into a new jacket—mine was lost somewhere—and knelt down beside the cat. “I’ll be back tomorrow, Nigel,” I told him with a few more strokes. He seemed to understand as he blinked at me and then he jumped towards the front door and out of sight.

      Adam was leaning on the porch when I locked the door, watching me with a worried expression.

      “Ready.” I hurried down the steps beside him and climbed into the back of the car.

      “Aren’t you staying home?” Ben spat at me. I could have guessed Ben would be hostile again, but it still hurt. I sniffed and pretended not to have heard him, although that was impossible.

      Adam got in and started the engine. A few seconds later, we were on our way to Lenard mansion. Adam drove a little too fast for my taste, as if he was edgy. I only breathed evenly again as we stopped by the huge house.

      “Allow me,” Ben opened the door for me with a composed look on his face. I got out without looking at him a second time and hurried to the door after Adam. Ben was at my side to take my jacket.

      “How are you?” he asked with an innocent face.

      “Like you care,” I snapped back. Ben took the jacket from my hands and speared it on a coat hook. I had the feeling he imagined it was me instead of my jacket. Ben chuckled darkly.

      “Enough,” Adam shot at him, and Ben walked away without another word. “Come on. Let’s get going.” He led the way upstairs to his room. The hall looked a lot eerier in the darkness.

      Antonio shuffled towards us as soon as we were at the top of the stairs. He greeted us with a soft bark and then trotted downstairs into the dark. We passed the wooden doors to the other rooms and finally he switched on the light in his room and let me in.

      It was an awkward situation. I didn’t know what to say or how to act. At least I didn’t have to stay alone at my house in fear of the demons.

      “Thank you.”

      It was all I could say. It had a lot more meanings than were obvious. Thank you for taking me home from the party. Thank you for not having to stay alone. Thank you for not ignoring me. My chest tightened; last time I had been in this room he had told me he couldn’t be with me.

      I watched him sitting down on the big bed. Today it was covered in silvery silk. His faded jeans and gray hoodie didn’t fit the fine material he was sitting on.

      “You’re welcome, Claire,” he smiled at me weakly. He looked at his hands for a while then at me again. “Will you please tell me what happened to you?” A pained expression flashed across his features.

      “I’m not sure if I can explain it in a way that makes sense to you.” I finally sat down on the arm rest of the beige couch.

      “Try,” he commanded quietly. “I mean. Please Claire, I need to know.”

      How should I tell him what had happened? He had sent me away wanting to spare me this and they had still ambushed me. It seemed we had gone through the separation without it doing any good. All the heartache was for nothing. Frustration furrowed my brow.

      “Come on, Claire,” his words were soft now and his voice velvety. It was a voice I couldn’t resist, it didn’t matter how much I wanted to.

      “You were right—partly.” I gave in.

      “About what?”

      “About the demons.”

      Adam sucked in a breath. “In what way was I right about them?”

      “They would do anything to get you.”

      “How do you know?”

      “They ambushed me Friday night.” Adam was on his feet. “It was three of them, dark and deadly creatures.” Adam sat down on the couch behind me. “They wanted to know where the angel was whose mark I am carrying and they wanted to get your mark from me. They tortured me to get it,” He rested his head on my back and put his arms around my waist. “But I wouldn’t give them what they wanted. I didn’t give them your mark. I had no idea how. And even if I had—I could never hand you over.” His hand squeezed mine.

      “Can I have a shower? I’m all dirty and sweaty.” I got to my feet and turned around. He let go of me, watching me with wary eyes.

      “Sure you can.”

      He opened the closet door, pulled out a fluffy looking towel and handed it to me. “Do you need anything else?”

      “Yes, my nightie.” I hurried over and fetched nightie and toothbrush from my bag.

      I met Adam on the threshold. “Take your time.” He smiled at me in a surreal way and closed the bathroom door behind me.

      I stripped out of my dirty clothes and stepped into the big shower. The hot water warmed my body to the bones and I started to relax. As I closed my eyes and let the water wet my hair and face, pictures came to my mind. They showed me the bluish mist and the three demons. I even heard the heavy Italian accent in my head. Then I felt pain running through my body incapacitating me for a second.

      I opened my eyes and it was gone. Tears sprang from my eyes and flowed down my face with the water. I didn’t want to think about it anymore. I was safe here with Adam. I honestly hoped I was. Would Jaden know if I wasn’t? Would he turn up then?

      It took a while before I felt better, but I eventually stepped out of the shower. The fluffy towel dried the drops of water from my wet skin effortlessly. I brushed my teeth for a minute or two and finally slipped into the nightie. Damn! I hadn’t looked at what I had packed. It was made of shiny gray silk; embarrassing.

      Not knowing what else to do I hung the towel over my shoulders, so it would hide at least part of the nightie from Adam’s view. Wet hair tangled down my neck and shoulders. I combed through it with my fingers until it was a bit more straight. The events of the past few days had left me shaky and insecure, and I wondered how quickly I would go to pieces if Adam rejected me again.

      Some tears and a few deep breaths later I walked into Adam’s room. “There you are,” he said breezily as looked up at me.

      I felt very self-conscious as I walked past him in my silky gown. I literally felt his eyes on my back when I walked over and sat down on the edge of the couch. “Do you have a blanket?”

      “You don’t honestly think I’ll make you sleep on the couch, do you?” he flared disbelievingly. “You can sleep in my bed.”

      “And you?” I didn’t think it was a good idea if we shared a bed, given the state our relationship was in.

      “I’ll take the couch.” He offered and opened a drawer to extract a blanket from it. Then he fetched one of the pillows from his bed and put them onto the couch before he walked towards the door. Before he opened it he looked back over his shoulder with a worried expression.

      “Go to sleep,” he said. “You’ve been through a lot—you should rest.”

      Actually, he was right. I was exhausted. The moment he walked out the door and I heard the sound of it closing, I got to my feet and shuffled towards the wide bed. The soft quilt felt nice on my skin when I slipped under it. I pushed the towel to the floor and let my already drying hair spread out on the pillow while rolling to the side. Tired as I felt and heavy as my body felt, I still couldn’t think of sleeping as his scent filled my head. The pillow smelled of Adam’s cologne, overwhelming me and melting my insides. I couldn’t resist dreaming of myself in his arms as I lay there. It took a few minutes to get used to it before I drifted into a light sleep full of strange dreams.

      I saw a blue light and light blue eyes reflecting it, a golden haired man with perfect features, and I finally felt the pain in my spine, my legs, my arms, my chest, my head, my skin. I screamed without hope of making it stop. The more I screamed the more the fire seared through my limbs. The blue light intensified around me. It had its source in a silver sphere which glided towards me like a round little ghost…

      “Claire!” A pair of hands was shaking me by the shoulders. “Wake up!”

      I started. Adam stood beside the bed bending over me with a worried face. His arms were bare as was his chest. Water dropped from soaked strands of hair that were dangling into his eyes.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” He sat down beside me, one hand fastening the white towel that was slung around his hips. “I heard you scream—”

      Tears filled my eyes.

      “Bad dream,” I sobbed into his pillow.

      “You have to tell me what happened, Claire,” he urged with serious eyes. “Please…”

      I sat up, slowly, and told him what had happened, in detail this time, starting again with Friday evening. I didn’t tell him about the date with Gregory, though—he didn’t need to know everything. I could watch his mouth fall open as I progressed with the story. He sat there simply listening, never interrupting me—his expression more and more horrified. His eyes lit up a little when I mentioned Jaden’s ability to ease physical pain and he flinched when I told him about the demon I had faced in the end, the one who had tortured me when I had been conscious.

      “His name was Alabaster—are you sure?” he finally spoke when I’d finished.

      “I guess so…They talked about a guy named Alabaster the evening they kidnapped me and he had this beige skin, alabaster like—so I think it must have been him.”

      “So, what happened to him?”

      “Dead, probably,” I silently hoped. “Jaden finished him and the spell broke, so we could get away.”

      Adam shifted uncomfortably without looking at me. I had the feeling that he had rather not heard this, even though he’d begged me to tell him.

      “What’s wrong?” I tried to find out.

      “Alabaster,” Adam got to his feet with a quick motion.

      “You know him?”

      “Not exactly—I’ve heard of him. He was dangerous—I’m positive he would have used you to get to me. Your guardian angel killed one of the most powerful existing demons—just like that.”

      “I can’t remember what happened exactly—my attention was occupied with trying to keep my heart beating with the silver sphere working through it …” I instinctively touched the place where the sphere had bore into my chest. The echo of an ache returned for a moment.

      “Jaden must be very old and therefore stronger,” he mused aloud.

      “Angels get stronger when they grow old?” I wondered. “Don’t you die at all?” I hadn’t read the book cover to cover, so I didn’t know all the details. “I mean—Jaden said he’s more than nine-hundred years old but he looks like my age…How is that possible?” I tried to wrap my head around what I was saying, but my mind couldn’t grasp anything but the impossibility of my words. “No one lives that long.” I shook my head to emphasise what I said.

      “Actually, angels can.” Adam corrected me, his forehead frowning.

      “How long is long?” I asked unbelievingly.

      “Forever,” he said blankly. “It always depends on how strong their lineage is, of course. Jaden is the oldest I’ve heard of…”

      “How many others do you know?” I interrupted.

      “I’m sorry I can’t tell you.”

      “Why all that secrecy again?” Was he trying to tell me that I couldn’t know anything again?’ “You see where being the stupid uninformed ex-girlfriend got me. I nearly died tonight.” My hands were in the air, gesturing wildly. “Like keeping me in the dark has done me any good so far—” A chest-tightening feeling of losing him emptied my head.

      “I know.” Adam smiled mildly. “I will not send you away tonight—”

      My mouth opened, a protest on my tongue.

      “—or tomorrow, or any time. I never felt as empty as I did the last few days—knowing that my love for you is so strong I could never succeed fighting the feeling. And I could never bear it, knowing that you would be out there somewhere, broken-hearted, and that it was my fault. It almost ripped my soul apart.” His gaze was tender and intense as he bent down to kiss my forehead softly.

      “Why?” I whispered into his throat and he tore away to look at me questioningly. “I mean—why can you be with me now? A week ago you told me it was not safe—”

      “That was before I understood that they already knew about you.” His forehead creased. “I tried to stay away from you and keep you in the dark about everything from the moment I found out what was happening to me. They must have found out somehow—” He sat down beside me again and pulled me close to his chest. “I failed to protect you, and I’m sorry.” His words flowed through my hair and tickled my neck.

      I wound more tightly into his embrace until there was not an inch of space between us. The water on his chest dried on my nightie. I kissed his shoulder and inhaled deeply. He smelled better than his bed had and I quickly forgot about demons and tortures—all I could do was feel. Feel his arms tighten around me, feel his warmth radiating through me and his lips kissing my cheek first, and then my lips.

      He chuckled lightly. I wondered if this was in reaction to my sensations—naturally he must have perceived them right now.

      I didn’t care. I didn’t think I could fight what was welling up, and I felt no wish to bury the craving for his nearness. Neither did he. He picked up my mood and played along with the growing heat in my chest.

      My body was on fire—a good one this time—as his lips brushed all the way down my jaw and then throat. It was so intense I couldn’t control my breathing. Not knowing how to trust my feelings I flung my eyes open and forced a deep breath down into my lungs.

      Adam stopped at my irritation and looked at me. His eyes glowed a light green—eerie and beautiful. I would never get used to the way they changed. It would be a constant reminder of what we were—angelic, gorgeous immortal and insignificant, ordinary human, trying to steal a few moments of bliss.

      “Sorry, that was too fast,” he pulled away and looked away to hide his eyes.

      “Don’t,” my hand touched his cheek with a little pressure and turned him back to look at me. “Don’t be sorry.”

      “I’m scaring you,” he assumed, and he looked down, hiding his glowing irises behind his eyelids again.

      “No,” I waited for a moment but he didn’t look up again. “Adam, look at me.” I said a little harshly. “You are not scaring me. Is that clear?”

      His eyes opened and he finally looked at me, probing my face.

      “I must admit I have to get used to it, but I think you’re beautiful. It’s part of what you are, and you are the one I love.” The glow in his eyes intensified and he knocked me over with a kiss that was so disarming that I couldn’t think of anything but the way his lips moved on mine.
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      White light woke me the next morning. Sunlight was painting rainbows onto the cream colored walls and reflected from the silver of the bedding. I lay on my stomach, the range of my view including only one window and the wall around it. It must have been around lunchtime from the angle of the incoming light. Sunday, my brain reminded me with an unfriendly sensation. I had to call Sophie. I jumped up and instantly tumbled back onto the bed. It seemed the happenings of the past days had affected me more than I had thought—or maybe it had been Adam’s endless kisses. After a while of kissing I had fallen asleep in his embrace, too tired to keep even my lips moving. His arms had kept the nightmares away, like a heavenly shield of trust and warmth.

      I looked around. The bed was empty. I had no time to wonder where he had gone because the moment I realized he wasn’t there, the door opened and he came in with a big tray in his hands.

      “About time you woke up” he said smiling. His face was almost boyish. “I tried to wake you this morning, when your cell rang—Sophie—but all I got was a growl and then you curled up again.”

      I lay back down and pulled up the blanket. Adam carried the tray towards the bed and set it down beside me. It was loaded with croissants, coffee and juice. A red flower lay across the collection of food.

      “For me?”

      “Absolutely,” he grinned. “I think you need it. When was the last time you’ve eaten?”

      “Friday evening—” my stomach growled hungrily as I smelled the coffee.

      “That’s a pretty long time—” Adam lifted a white square plate from the tray, placed a croissant on it and shoved it in my direction. I took it from him and ate greedily. The croissant was still warm and tasted wonderful. After a few bites Adam handed me a cup of coffee.

      “Thank you,” I said between two mouthfuls. He smiled and watched me eat for a while. It made me nervous—how could someone be so perfect, and intimidating at the same time. His eyes followed my every move with a bemused expression.

      “What?” I lifted my hands nearly spilling the coffee on their way up.

      Adam chuckled. “I love you,” he said with a light smile on his lips.

      I couldn’t resist returning his smile. My body responded instantly, like Adam set me on fire with his words. Heat rushed through my system and I suddenly didn’t care about my growling stomach anymore. And there was another feeling that welled up simultaneously—embarrassment. I was very self-conscious again and tried to not look stupid—as far as one could influence their looking stupid in a befuddled situation like that.

      “It’s amazing how much you can feel at one time,” Adam stated, and shame added to my embarrassment, which annoyed me very much.

      “You know, most people are very straight forward. One feeling at a time. Fear or hatred, love, lust …But you—”

      Oh dear—I really couldn’t hide anything from Adam. Whatever was going on inside my head and heart—he would perceive the feelings radiating from me.

      “You seem to be a lot more complex than the average nineteen year old,” he told me with obvious amusement in his voice.

      “And you’re not funny,” I stuck out my tongue in a childish reflex and rested my head on the soft pillow. He took the cup from me and lay down beside me.

      “What’s the average nineteen year old girl like?” I asked, looking at the ceiling.

      Adam chuckled beside me. “Not interesting.”

      “Oh, come on—no lies.” I rolled over to him and stared into his eyes, searching for the truth.

      “Honestly—not interesting.” He answered my stare unblinkingly with his soft green eyes.

      “And why would that be?”

      “Because I don’t see them anymore…” He caught a strand of hair which hung in my eyes and tucked it behind my ear. “From the moment I met you I stopped looking at them, because what I wanted was right in front of me.” He kissed my nose. “None of them is holding any interest for me—only you are. And I’m lucky you’re here.” His face grew more serious and fear flickered through his features for a fraction of a second.

      “My heart almost broke when you turned up in the woods yesterday. I felt how hurt you were, how exhausted and scared.” Adam reached for my hand and cradled it in his. “I made a huge mistake by trying to keep you away. I thought not knowing too much would make you less interesting to the demons—less valuable. I thought if they saw that we had broken up, they would see no necessity in taking you.” His brows furrowed. “I could have lost you forever without knowing it and it would have been my fault and only mine.

      “What if Jaden hadn’t been so strong, what if there had been more than one the moment Jaden attacked Alabaster? Both of you would have been dead and I would have murder on my hands—not that I would have cared about being found guilty—life without you means nothing to me.”

      “You can’t say a thing like that. I won’t allow it.” I squeezed his hand, desperate for him to forget what had happened. “I’m alive. Jaden got me out—Everything’s fine.”

      “Yeah, this time. But what could have happened—” He closed his eyes. “What if they kidnap you again? You won’t survive a second time. They won’t care about a mark—or whatever it is called. They’ll slay you right away.

      “We have to find a way to hide you from them. By now, they will have found out that you’re gone and Alabaster’s dead, and then they won’t stop looking for you until they’ve killed either you or Jaden or both of you.”

      I didn’t like the way he panicked. “It was only three others. Jaden could tear them apart easily one at a time. They were below Alabaster, hierarchically, I mean. They captured me on his behalf and seemed to follow his orders. They might be useless without him.”

      “No Claire. You don’t understand what’s going on, do you?”

      “How should I? Jaden made me go unconscious every time I could have gotten details, I had no time to do more research and you won’t tell me.”

      I was a little frustrated. Was I really so un-trustworthy? “Why don’t you tell me?” I tried to get him to talk.

      “What do you want to know?” He offered.

      “Tell me about the mark, please,” I hoped to lure something out of him. “I’d like to understand what that’s all about.” I looked at him from under my lashes.

      “Didn’t Jaden tell you all you need to know?”

      “I told you I was unconscious every time it became interesting—Jaden saw to that.” I remembered the blackness and the pain, and Jaden’s gentle hands on me, forcing me into sleep, keeping away what little reality was left.

      “So what about marks?” I prompted.

      Adam rolled to his side and stroked my cheek with his finger. “If I had known…” His brows furrowed and his gaze grew distant, like his memories were carrying him far away. “But I did not know—how could I? The moment I spread my wings in your room the first time I didn’t know what was happening. I didn’t know what it would do to you—I didn’t know then that I would interfere with your future.

      “If I had been aware of the danger it would cause, I would have stayed away from you.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t—stay away from me.”

      His eyes scrutinized my face. “How did I know you would say that—”

      I stared back at him.

      “So, you marked me when you spread your wings for the first time?” I tried to guide him back to the topic.

      “It seems that this is the way things go. You feel that person in your vision, you search for them, you find them, you love them, they make you spread your wings, you inevitably mark them—and they are doomed.”

      “You mean to tell me I’m doomed?”

      “I am sorry, Claire. If there was a way to undo the mark I’d do it without hesitation.”

      “Don’t say that,” I shivered. “Jaden told me when you spread your wings for the first time, I was the catalyst. He said our souls interlaced in that moment—that you left your mark on me. I don’t want to split my soul from yours—not even if that means I’m doomed.”

      Adams eyes pierced into mine with a green glow. “You don’t know—you don’t have any idea what that means to me,” he said fervently. “—Though you underestimate the situation.”

      “I don’t think I do, Adam. Jaden told me what it would mean for a person to lose their angel and for an angel to lose the person who carries their mark. They would literally go insane.”

      Adam looked at me with big eyes. They were locking me in position, but I didn’t let myself sink into his beautiful gaze.

      “You can’t change what has happened.” I closed my eyes to break the connection between us and rolled to one side.

      The plate with the croissants clattered to the floor noisily. When I opened my eyes, Adam was gone. I heard a noise behind me and turned around quickly, careful not to smash the tray down as well—Adam was there beside the bed, picking up the pieces of the broken plate. I jumped, not expecting him there.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” He looked up with an apologetic smile on his lips.

      “How did you do that?” I stared at him unbelieving.

      “I really try to act normal, believe me. But everything is so brand-new to me, even after some time—I can’t always control my abilities the way I want to.” Frustration tore over his features.

      Adam was wearing blue flannel pajama pants and a light blue short-sleeved shirt. I wondered when he had put those on. His black hair was twisting onto his forehead in small strands which danced with his movements.

      “It’s okay. It’s part of who you are.” I reached out a hand to play with his hair. “I don’t only want parts of you—I want all of you.”

      It barely fit it into my mind how someone could be so fast; he had moved in less than a second, or had he teleported? I couldn’t be sure—not anymore. Too much had happened in the past thirty-six hours. Too much supernatural, too much for me to keep up, too much for anyone to understand.

      “How can you be so calm? You almost died, don’t you understand?”

      I shook my head. I was very good at forgetting bad happenings, and being with Adam all night had helped me bury my bad memories—even if they were very fresh.

      “Want some more?” Adam asked. I shook my head and he carried away the tray. I waited until he left, then jumped out of bed and hurried into my clothes. I was grateful that I didn’t have to go to school today. I pulled the power cord for my cellphone out of my bag and plugged my phone in to charge it. As I looked at the display, several text messages blinked at me.

      I browsed through my inbox and read them one after the other. One was from Lydia, she wanted to remind me of the book I should bring her on Monday. One was from Amber, who said that I had to call her immediately the moment I read this, she wanted to know everything about my date with Gregory. I couldn’t wait…

      Then there where several messages from Gregory, saying that he was sorry, he wanted to talk to me and to make it up to me. I had successfully shoved aside all thoughts about the date with Gregory, but it was an undeniable fact that I would have to talk to him some time. For a moment, I wasn’t sure if I wouldn’t prefer the demons’ torture to a conversation with him.

      I snorted at myself in disgust and opened the next message. It was from Sophie. Three missed calls and three messages, all of them reading a similar content: Where are you? Why don’t you call back? Are you alright? Call as soon as you read this!

      I dialed her number and waited for a few seconds before she answered.

      “Claire, where have you been? Are you all right?”

      “Hey Sophie,” I took a deep breath before I told her a lie. “I am all right. Just busy—and I was out yesterday and lots of stuff to do for school—how are you anyway?”

      “I’m fine, I was worried about you. Ian told me he wanted to visit you yesterday, but you weren’t at home…” Her voice really sounded a little worried.

      “I was out in the afternoon as well—studying with my friends, you know how bad I am at history.” I heard her chuckle at the other end of the line and felt that she didn’t suspect anything. “How is it going at the hospital?”

      “Quite well, my colleagues are pretty nice. I miss home, though.—Ian is going to come up for the weekend.” Her voice sounded enthusiastic. “We are going to do some sightseeing—looking forward to that.”

      “Sounds great.” I couldn’t bring myself to mirror her enthusiasm. “I hope you two have fun.” I was glad Sophie had somebody who took care of her.

      “I have to get going,” Sophie chirped into the phone and I heard some voices in the background, and laughter. “Colleagues are waiting for me. Goodbye, little sister.” And she was gone.

      I hurried to the bathroom and brushed my teeth quickly. The room was still empty when I returned so I decided to go looking for Adam. I walked down the stairs deep in thought. There was so much I had to think about—I had to get used to being a target, to the fact that my life was more dangerous now. I knew Adam would help me—wouldn’t he?

      Something hard hit my arm.

      “Ouch!” I protested at the pain in my elbow and looked up. I had walked into Ben who was now standing in front of me, his face a loathing mask.

      “You still here?” His words sounded less like a question than an accusation.

      “As you can see—” Ben’s stare was intimidating and cold, and I cringed away from it instinctively. I wasn’t sure if I imagined his expression soften a little at my reaction.

      “Where is Adam, anyway?” I asked coldly.

      “Kitchen.”

      “Thanks.”

      Ben eyed me for a moment and then stepped aside to let me pass. I rushed past him quickly and across the hall towards the wooden doors of the living room, only to realize I had no idea where the kitchen was. I stood there for a moment not knowing whether to start searching or to call out loud for Adam. While I was pondering, footsteps echoed behind me. I turned around.

      “Can I help you, Miss?” Geoffrey smiled at me vaguely. I jumped. He had appeared out of nowhere and now was standing right there smiling at me and offering me help.

      “I’m looking for Adam. Ben said he is in the kitchen.”

      I had completed forgotten about the Gallagers’ butler. The kind elderly man gestured me to follow him and led the way towards the room behind the door across the living room. Before he opened it, he turned to face me for a moment.

      “It’s good to have you back here, Miss Gabriel. Master Adam missed you, you know.” I sucked in a breath at his words. “And don’t be upset with Master Benedict. He is trying to do the right thing.” With these words he opened the door for me. I couldn’t even answer because Adam was smiling at me as he walked up the corridor that lay behind the open door.

      He was fully dressed in black jeans and a gray sweatshirt. When had he done this? I couldn’t remember him getting dressed before he left with the tray—he must have been up in his room during my conversation with his brother.

      “Hey honey,” he kissed me briefly and took my hand to pull me through the corridor and upstairs, back to his room. It was a new route. I hadn’t been here yet. We ran into Ben on our way up. He didn’t stop, but threw me a hostile look as he rushed past me down the stairs.

      “What’s his problem?” I asked the moment Adam closed the door behind him and sat down on his bed.

      “Don’t bother—honestly, just ignore him.” Adam rolled his eyes.

      “But I do.” Ben was really giving me a hard time. My life was already full of things I had to cope with, the last thing I needed was my boyfriend’s little brother shooting me hostile looks every time we met.

      “Claire, just let it go.—There’s something I want to show you.” He grinned.

      “What is it?” It was unfair how easily he could sidetrack me. With one simple sentence, and his gorgeous face, he could lead my attention wherever he wanted.

      “I will show you …If you come with me.”

      “Where to?”

      “Just come with me.” He got to his feet and pulled hoodie out of the dresser. “Put your jacket on.”

      I followed him back downstairs and did as he told me. I slipped my arms into the thick jacket quickly before I followed him out the front door.

      “Aren’t you afraid to go out after all that happened?” I asked him.

      “Why?” He led me to a garage. I recognized the car as the one he had driven last night.

      “Because technically they are not searching for me.—What they really want is you. For them I’m only a tool to get to you, worth nothing when they have you—”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of both of us.” He gave me the most angelic smile and waited for me to get into the car. Not knowing what else to do I climbed into the seat. He closed the door behind me and shocked me as he vanished into thin air only to reappear in the driver’s seat without opening his door to get in. It was just like he wanted to enforce his words with his action.

      I really had to get used to that teleporting stuff. First Jaden, and now Adam—it was great, but scary. I had only a faint idea of what else they were capable of, having seen Jaden taking down the demon.

      Adam started the engine and pulled out of the garage quickly. We drove in silence for a few minutes before I got impatient and asked him where we were going.

      “Not far,” Adam reassured me.

      We curved out of town and into the frozen countryside. A few minutes later Adam pulled into a small path which lead into a forest of fir trees. Another minute later he stopped the car and cut the engine. This time he opened the door in a human way and walked around the car slowly until he reached my door. He opened it for me and waited for me to get out.

      “What are we doing in the middle of nowhere?” I asked skeptically.

      Adam chuckled. “That’s not the middle of nowhere—it’s my parents’ land.”

      “Correct me if this sounds crazy, but—you own a forest?” Unbelievable—what didn’t the Gallagers own? Jenna’s family must have been unbelievably rich.

      “Yes, I guess we do,” his laugh was lighthearted and full of glee. “Let’s go!” he called and pulled me along by my hand.

      We walked for five minutes before he finally stopped and looked at me intensely. We were in the middle of the forest, only a few rays of sunlight fell through the thick deep green branches of the fir trees.

      “Close your eyes, Claire,” he instructed. Without thinking, my eye-lids fell shut. I waited for a few seconds for him to tell me to open them again, but he didn’t. Two hands grabbed my shoulders softly and then I lost the feeling of solid ground under my feet, I lost track of time and I felt like I was being pulled through cold water.

      After what seemed like more than a minute my feet hit the ground hard and my knees buckled. My eyes shot open reflexively and I half expected to fall down any moment. But I didn’t—Adam held me tightly and cradled me to his chest.

      I blinked several times as sunlight touched my eyes. All the mysterious darkness of the forest was gone—no fir trees within a wide range, only snowy white plains as far as my eyes could see. “Where are we?”

      “Somewhere near Madison, Wisconsin.” He stated plainly.

      “What?” I screamed. “How—” Hrmpf. I was both amazed and shocked, and I really wasn’t sure how much more I could take. Adam astounded me more and more. He was such a kind person, helpful and caring, and he seemed so human when he cradled me in his arms, but then again he was the immortal heavenly creature that gave me the chills because of the things he could do, the things normal humans only dream of—the things which both fascinated and scared me.

      “I wanted to be alone with you,” he released me from his embrace.

      “We were alone in your room,” I reminded him. “And in the forest.”

      Adam chuckled quietly. “But not as alone as we are here. I don’t want any witnesses.” His face was suddenly dark. The expression scared me.

      “What do you mean—no witnesses?” What did he want to do? Was he going to hurt me? He was the good guy, wasn’t he? He wasn’t supposed to do me any harm.

      “Don’t be afraid,” he pleaded. “I’m not going to hurt you.” Again I felt as transparent as glass. I hated how he could perceive any small change in my emotional state. It was fear now, and he was right.

      He stepped back from me until he was standing a few feet away. Out of reach, but with his teleporting-abilities I didn’t trust the distance. Hadn’t he just teleported both of us from Illinois to Wisconsin?

      “Be patient, please. I promise I won’t hurt you—you can trust me.” He smiled at me as he slipped out of his jacket and sweater and let them both fall to the ground beside him. Then he closed his beautiful green eyes. I caught a hint of glow before the lids were entirely shut.

      A second later a white explosion shot out behind him. I couldn’t watch as quickly as it happened, but I lifted my arms to shield myself. Nothing hit me. My arms slowly sank back to my sides. The view was breathtaking—Adam was standing there with closed eyes, straight and tense, a pair of wings was flowing from behind his shoulders. Sunlight beamed through the white light feathers, illuminating them. They lifted less than an inch every time Adam breathed in and shivered down slowly whenever he exhaled. It was a picture so beautiful it made my heart break.

      After a while he opened his eyes and looked at me. They glowed a little—enough to make him look unnatural, but not enough to make him look eerie.

      “I learned to control them” The feathery wings flapped once in syncronized motion and became still again.

      I was still too perplexed to say anything, so I just moved my head nodding and shaking at the same time. Adam took a step towards me, his arms stretched in my direction. His wings quivered with every movement, the feathers seeming almost luminescent in the bright sun. Then he flapped them twice—they glided up and down slowly, two white enormous wings shaped like those of an eagle. After a few moments Adam leaped into the air and soared up with a few more flaps.

      I couldn’t believe my eyes. Whatever I had thought impossible—now it was being reversed, forcefully, by the most beautiful creature in the world. People could fly—angels could, at least—and the man I loved could, too, because he was that heavenly wight I only knew from children’s books and fairy tales. All of it had suddenly become real for me.

      I watched Adam circle above me. He was too far up to make out the expression on his face, but there was no need for me to see it to know he was ecstatic—it was obvious in every movement.

      While he enjoyed his flight I bent down and picked up his sweater and jacket. When I straightened up again it was just in time to see him touch the ground lightly and set his feet back onto the snow right behind me.

      “Want to see what it’s like up there?” he asked with a laugh in his tone, and before I could answer he had lifted me from the ground with both arms, and we were soaring up in the air. I felt my face go slightly green as his body resonated with the power of his every move. We were up so high I was sure that if he let me fall I would without a doubt break my neck. I buried my face in his chest and silently hoped for it to be over quickly.

      “Don’t worry,” he breathed into my ear. “I’ve got you. I won’t let you fall.” He tightened his arms around my body from under my knees and behind my shoulders. It felt like I was folded up against him, but better than the loose grip he had on me before.

      After a short while I got used to the feeling and was finally brave enough to look down again. We were gliding silently through the cool winter air along the cloudless sky and my heart lifted at the view of white. At the far edge I could make out the shapes of a huge forest where the seemingly endless white faded into darker silhouettes.

      “That’s incredible,” I called into the wind that rushed by us. Adam laughed out loud and nodded. He circled down slowly and finally landed on his feet noiselessly. He set me down gently but his arm remained on my shoulder, pulling me tight to his chest. He kissed me fervently. I melted into his shape easily and forgot how cold I was. His lips were warm on my mouth and his kisses warmed me from inside.

      “I’m sure I’ve never in my whole life experienced anything that was in any way comparable to this.” I confessed between two kisses while he renewed the contents of his lungs. He chuckled at me with questioning eyes.

      “The flying or the kisses?”

      I pretended to ponder for a moment. “Both, I guess.”

      He pulled my face back to his with one hand and continued where we had stopped. It was amazing how easily my world had been put back together when not even twenty-four hours ago it had been completely torn apart and crumbled. I knew for sure that these were stolen moments of joy, nothing that would last, no matter how much I wished it would. Something solid touched my back and my eyes flashed open.

      Adam smiled at me with slightly glowing eyes. His wings had curled around me with his arms and wrapped me tightly to him. “Sorry,” he apologized.

      I shook my head. “No, it’s fine—” I grimaced. “—just unexpected.”

      He laughed at my expression and slowly unwrapped me again. “I thought you might be freezing.”

      “Speaking of that—you are the one flying around in the middle of frosty January wearing little more than a t-shirt. Aren’t you freezing to death?”

      “That’s one of the good thing about being an angel—you’re neither affected by heat or cold.”

      “That’s weird.”

      “Yeah, I suppose it is.” He chuckled again. “But very useful.”

      I stepped away from him and followed one of the wings to his back, where it was folded neatly against his shoulders and spine. His shirt was torn where the wings had burst from between his shoulders. I couldn’t resist touching the place where skin and feathers melted into each other. The wing twitched, just like a horses flank would do when you touched it.

      “What are you doing,” Adam asked over his shoulder.

      I didn’t answer and let my fingertips glide along the contours of the feathery wing. As I reached the highest point of the bow in which it lay against Adam’s shoulder it began to stretch under my touch ever so slightly. Only the spot I was touching flexed with the movement of my fingers. I was awed by the perfection of its design and by the energy which ran through it.

      “That’s so—” I was searching for the right words.

      “Abnormal?” he offered.

      “No—perfect,” I corrected. And I was being honest. “But why are you showing me all this now?”

      “You see, as there is no chance to protect you by keeping you in the dark, I can as well just show you everything.” His head sank a little. “It’s the best I can do now—letting you know what you’re dealing with, so you’ll be prepared next time they strike.” His voice was grave.

      “You know that today is very important, Claire?”

      Not knowing what to answer I mmhhed at him.

      “Today I’m going to tell you everything that’s important for us to survive. I’m going to show you all of my powers and explain some of the boundaries. I want you to have the best chance to come out of all this unharmed.” He turned around and faced me, his hands gripping my shoulders and locking me in place. “Do you understand?”

      I nodded, halfhearted.

      “Do you understand?” His voice was desperate and he shook me like a doll.

      “Yes, I do,” I half screamed at him. His grip hurt. “No need to shatter me to pieces.”

      “Sorry,” his hands instantly vanished from my shoulders. “I always forget that I’m stronger than I used to be—not easy to gain control over. Teleporting—alright, that’s something you do at will or spreading wings—but speed and strength are definitely harder to handle. I have to be very careful in everyday life not to stand out with one of those abnormalities.”

      I walked a few steps, willing myself to stay calm, not entirely sure if I’d make it.

      “How strong exactly are you?” I asked into the bright white. Adam must have been somewhere behind me, but it was impossible to locate him, silent as he was. Not even the slightest sound was coming from where I expected him to still stand.

      After half a minute of waiting I turned around to check if he was still there.

      He was sitting on the cold snowy ground with crossed legs, his face lifted towards the pale winter sun, eyes closed, and answered the moment I faced him, as if he felt my questioning stare.

      “I don’t know if I could lift a plane, but I can do about one and a half tons of weight—tried it with dad’s Jeep.”

      My eyes popped out. “How?” I swallowed. “I mean—how do you happen to be able to lift cars? Is this an angel thing?”

      “Guess so.” He opened his eyes to look at me and then froze in position for a second and vanished. Half a second later he popped up again right in front of me and I nearly fell over my own feet as I stepped backwards in shock.

      “Stop doing that,” I hissed at him.

      Adam smiled at me sheepishly. “Sorry—” his face turned serious instantly. “—but with the little time we have together, every second I spend walking towards you just seems like a waste of time when I could easily spend it next to you.”

      He was right. We had this day to be together, but who knew what would happen the next day. So little stability in this weird conglomeration of happenings and we were caught up in the middle of it—at least I was. He was strong with all his new abilities.

      I was sure it was hard for him to get used to all the new things he could do, and it seemed it had all begun with his wings appearing little more than a month ago. He had developed speed, control over his wings, supernatural strength and the ability to teleport since then. Was that all, or would there be more things over time? Was his development finished by now?

      Adam looked at me with green glowing eyes and bent down to kiss me. I whirled out of his arms that were closing around me before he touched my lips, another question burning on my tongue.

      ”Why do your eyes do that thing?” I asked into his half open mouth before he could lock it on mine. “It looks a little alien—honestly.”

      Adam pulled away again and looked at me with tight eyes—as if he hoped he could hide the glow behind his thick black lashes.

      “Don’t know,” he reached up to his face with one hand. “The glowing seems to appear only when I feel the urge to spread my wings—when I feel strong emotions.

      “That’s what triggered it—my wing-spreading—in the first place, the strong emotions I feel when I am with you.”

      I blushed at the memory. I had more than anything wanted him in my bed at that moment.

      Adam chuckled at me—surely he knew exactly what I was feeling right now. Even more, I wished for the frozen earth to tear apart beneath my feet and swallow me.

      “No need to be embarrassed,” he breathed onto my face as he pulled me closer to kiss me once more, and this time he succeeded without difficulty.

      As much as I thought the strange things about him would alienate me, I was surprised I didn’t care about any of them the way I had imagined. All I cared about was Adam. After the few hours we had spent together that day he had already become indispensable for me.

      “It’s getting cold,” Adam made me return to the inevitable here and now. “You’re shivering.”

      That’s from your kisses, I thought and tried to pull him back to my lips, but he was already untangling himself from my grip and folding his jacket around my body instead.

      “Let’s go,” he took my hands and laughed once. “Maybe go is not the right word—” And a second later I felt the surroundings fade into nothing and my feet lost their stable standing, time fell past my perception and everything went blurry gray as I had the sensation of diving through icy liquid. I couldn’t tell how long it took us to reach our destination, but I instantly knew when my feet hit the hard ground again and I felt like I would stumble back, but something cold behind me caught my legs and stabilized my half-upright posture. And then there was Adam who held my hands and pulled me forwards so I wouldn’t fall into the thing behind me. I was a little dizzy and my head spun from the teleporting.

      I looked over my shoulder and saw black painted metal—a Jeep. If that was the car he’d lifted …Amazing was all my head comprehended. Amazing—more than anything, I thought as I got into the car and waited for him to pop up right beside me without bothering to open the door on the driver’s side.
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      The drive back to the Gallagers’ place was quiet, a harbinger, silently heralding the end of our short-lived bliss. We wound our way through the forest and down the road until I saw the first houses at the outskirts of Aurora. It wasn’t quite as snowy here. The fields around town were covered in frost and that made the landscape look growingly pale in the shadowy twilight. My heart sank with every mile we drove.

      “What are you thinking?” Adam finally asked as he pulled into the garage. I didn’t answer.

      What should I tell him? That I was scared as hell? That I didn’t know how to survive the night without him by my side. That I feared for his life more than I did for my own?

      I didn’t have to say much—Adam knew how I felt anyway, and then he could easily put two and two together.

      “I won’t leave you alone—don’t worry.” He reached out one hand and stroked my face gently. Without another word he turned away and opened the door on his side and waited for me to do the same.

      We walked to the house in the growing darkness as quickly as my feet would allow. Antonio greeted us at the door with cheery barks. I bent down and stroked his chocolate fur.

      “Nice to see you, too.”

      “Good evening Miss Gabriel,” Geoffrey stepped into the hallway and held out his hand to take my jacket.

      “Good evening, Geoffrey.” I felt awkward being attended to that way.

      “Hey Geoffrey,” Adam greeted him and hung his jacket onto a brass hook on the wall behind the door. “We won’t stay long. Are my parents home?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Geoffrey answered politely. “But Master Benedict asked me to tell you, Sir, that he joined them for dinner at the Masons’. They won’t be back before nine.”

      “Thanks, Geoffrey.” Adam turned to me and took my hand. “Let’s go.” Fingers intertwined, we walked upstairs and to his room. Antonio was right behind us.

      “Pack your things,” Adam instructed. Antonio trotted to a corner and curled up in a soft brown ball.

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m driving you home in a minute.”

      I looked at him questioningly.

      “You have to go to school tomorrow and I need to go to some classes. You’ll need fresh clothes and your stuff for school.”

      “Okay.” I threw the few things I had with me back into my bag and flung it over my shoulder. “Does that mean you’re going to stay with me tonight?”

      “Yes it does.” He pressed his lips into a thin line. “I don’t want to leave you alone. Someone has to keep an eye on things around you.”

      “Jaden does—I guess.” I protested. Had Adam, too, turned into my protector?

      “Jaden’s not enough.” His eyes pierced through my disgruntled expression. “He failed once—he could again.”

      His words were like acid in my head. Jaden hadn’t failed. He had protected me well all my life—since I had been four, at least—and he had gotten me out of the horrible situation with the demons.

      “Do you want to say Jaden’s not a good guardian angel?”

      “I wouldn’t say not good—but obviously not good enough to keep you safe.” His voice grew urgent. “Didn’t he tell you what it was that hurt so much while he’d caused you to black out?”

      I stared at him, motionless.

      “The demons tried to peel my mark off your soul.” He looked to the floor for a second. “Usually there are only two outcomes if they do so. Either you die in their attempt or they succeed and tear a part of your soul from you. Having gone through this, nobody stays in their right state of mind afterwards.” His face darkened even more. I couldn’t tell which option scared me more.

      “But what Jaden did—showing himself to you, interfering with the inevitable path of your destiny—he should never have done it. As a guardian angel he’s bound to never show himself to his fosterling. He was being reckless.”

      “So you would have preferred me to die? Or go insane with the pain of a split soul?”

      “No,” he tried to reassure me with a pacifying look. “No, that’s not what I’m saying, Claire.”

      “Then what are you saying, Adam?” I stormed at him, hurt and disappointed by his words.

      “On the contrary—I’m very grateful that he broke the code to protect you. I don’t know what I would have done if he hadn’t. You could be dead by now and I would blame myself forever.”

      He opened the closet and pulled out a fresh set of clothes, then headed for the bathroom. After a minute he returned with his bag of toiletries in his hands.

      “Ready?” He asked through the open door. At my nod he rushed downstairs, me following him with Antonio at my heels.

      Our conversation played in my head all the way to my place. So, Jaden had acted against what he was supposed to. I had no idea what consequences this might have for him. I hadn’t seen him since he had vanished in the forest. How could I be sure he was still on duty? And if he wasn’t—how could I know Adam would be strong enough to protect us both?

      I shook my head and stared out into the darkness.

      “Why so quiet?” Adam teased.

      I inhaled and steadied my breath. “What if they strike again?”

      “I’ll protect you.” His answer sounded more like a question.

      “Yeah, but what if you can’t?”

      “Then let’s hope they act in groups of less than four.” Adam sighed quietly. “Or let’s hope Jaden’s still somewhere out there.”

      “Why wouldn’t he be?”

      “He did something he shouldn’t have done, remember?—Repeatedly.”

      I decided to fall back into silence again. Only a few minutes later the black Jeep stopped in front of my house and I untangled myself from the seatbelt. My bag over my shoulder, I made my way up the stairs to the front door.

      Nigel was waiting on the porch with big expectant eyes. He curled around my legs while I unlocked the door. Adam was right behind me, his things in his arms.

      “How’s Sophie?” Adam asked on our way to my room.

      “Alright,” I told him. “She’s fascinated with life at the hospital—guess she should be, wanting to become a doctor.”

      I heard him chuckle behind me. “Yeah, guess so too.”

      I dropped my bag to the floor as soon as I entered my room. It looked like it had when I left it yesterday—untidy. A Midsummer Night’s Dream was still lying on the bedside table. Everything looked like it always had, totally unchanged, but in reality everything had changed.

      Being in my room, in my house, didn’t feel safe anymore. Neither did it feel real that I would go to school tomorrow, see my friends and talk to them about ordinary things.

      One good thing about it—Sophie was out of town. At least I wouldn’t have to fear for her when I wasn’t home. Did she have a guardian angel too? Would he—or she—keep her safe wherever she was? I honestly hoped so. I had already lost too much family.

      “How are you?” Adam asked as I sat down on my bed. He sat down beside me and put one arm around me.

      “Not really fine.”

      “Understandable.”

      “You?”

      “Have been better—but I’m glad we’re here together. It’s what keeps us strong.” He smiled at me weakly.

      It felt awkward somehow. There were tons of things to discuss, and we had gotten to some of the topics, but somehow nothing seemed to end in concrete conclusions. Everything was open, could go any direction, depending on how we reacted to what was lying ahead.

      What exactly was it, what was lying ahead? He had no idea and neither did I. We would have to wait—always prepared for the worst, always ready to lose the other, always ready to die.

      I got to my feet, trying to shake off the dark thoughts as I headed for the bathroom. “Back in a minute,” I mumbled as I wound out of his arm.

      “Sure,” he stroked down my back as I straightened.

      Picking the toothbrush out of my bag and grabbing my nightie from under my pillow, I hurried towards the safety of the bathroom. At least he wouldn’t see me worrying and feel my fear there. I wanted to show him that I was strong enough to be with him, that I wouldn’t fear anything while I was at his side, but I couldn’t. I was damn scared. All the lightheartedness of the afternoon was gone, as if the darkness of the night had swallowed it. I was cold and numb with memories of my blackened torture.

      I brushed my teeth mechanically while I thought.

      The golden glow in Jaden’s eyes crept through my mind like a cure to my memories of pain. Why had he done this? Why had he decided to show himself to me?

      The day had been long and I was tired already—tired from the happenings of the last days as well as from the constant threat that seemed to hang over me like Damocles’ sword.

      When I came back to my room Adam was in his pajamas and headed to the bathroom.

      I quickly ran down to the kitchen, put some cat food and water out for Nigel and then back up to my room where I packed my bag for the following day. Afterwards I curled up in my bed and had nearly dozed off when Adam closed the door behind him, switched off the light and slipped under the blanket beside me.

      I slept like the dead. The alarm clock didn’t bother me at all until Adam kissed me and shook my shoulders lightly.

      “Time to get up, honey,” he whispered into my ear. I wanted to drown in his words and drift back to sleep, back to the cozy place where Adam was the only thing that mattered; but some edge was persistently dragging me towards reality which looked very different from the sweet dreams that had accompanied my sleep.

      It took Adam some time to motivate me to get out of bed and get dressed. Breakfast wasn’t abundant either—I needed to restock the fridge again. So half an hour later I was sitting in the passenger seat of Adam’s car, still wondering why he wouldn’t let me drive myself but instead insisted on driving me to school and picking me up in the afternoon. I guessed he was just worried about me.

      He couldn’t follow me everywhere I went—he had a life of his own and things he had to do, too. He couldn’t play the bodyguard around the clock—it was absurd.

      And then there was that part of me that was ashamed, the part that didn’t want him to be there all the time. I had to face Gregory today, and I hadn’t told Adam what had happened between Gregory and me. I was sure he wouldn’t be too happy about it. I had to talk to Amber and tell her about the date too. Just I didn’t really know what to tell her—everything that had happened before this weekend suddenly seemed insignificant to me, not worth talking about, not worth worrying over. So much had happened, and I couldn’t tell any of my friends about it. Adam was the only one I could talk to, the only one I could confide in.

      “If anything suspicious happens—”

      “I’ll call you,” I finished his sentence.

      “Immediately,” he insisted.

      “Sure.”

      He told me for what seemed a hundred times on the way to school that I should tell him if anything happened. I was determined to not bother him with every single thing, but I wanted to keep my promise if anything strange came up. On the other hand, I was also very positive that the demons wouldn’t try anything in a crowded place in bright daylight. From what I knew, they wanted to keep their secrecy as much as the angels did, so I didn’t see much danger for my school day.

      He kissed me sweetly before I got out of the car.

      “I love you,” he called after me and I smiled back at him, mouthing love you, too.

      I pulled up the collar of my jacket and hurried across the parking lot of the school, hoping to make it to class without crossing Gregory’s path.

      My wish was half fulfilled. I was alone the entire way to the building and up the hall to the classroom, but Gregory joined me on the last few steps to the door. Luckily Mr. Jackson walked right behind us, ushering us into the room in time with the bell, so I didn’t have to talk to him. I sat down right beside Lydia, avoiding a conversation for now, and he sat down at a desk across the room.

      Gregory’s expectant gaze was still lingering on me a few minutes later—I was trying to ignore it—and he kept staring until finally Mr. Jackson claimed all our attentions. He introduced the principle of genes and gene transcription to us. It took less than five minutes for my head to go into stand-by, my eyes staying open to keep up the pretenses.

      I didn’t understand a word Mr. Jackson was saying while he was gesturing animatedly in front of the class. My mind wandered off to ponder more pressing matters. I had to come up with a story for my absence on the weekend. The official story would be that I’d had the flu on Saturday and Sunday.

      I needed to talk to somebody, though—about the truth; but I couldn’t—not here.

      I usually trusted Lydia with everything, but it was out of the question to drag her into this—she deserved to be safe and so did Amber, though I didn’t trust her to keep her mouth shut about what was really going on. I skipped Gregory on the list of trustworthy people—no more Adam-talks with him, not even if it was only about harmless boyfriend problems. He couldn’t take it and I couldn’t watch him suffer from my decision to be with Adam. I loved him too much—he was still my best friend. We were going through a rough spot; with him confusing his feelings of friendship for me with love.

      As I stared at Mr. Jackson, I felt I was too absorbed in the supernatural that was going on all around me, but I couldn’t help it. I was bound to go along with it—bound by the interlacing of Adam’s and my soul. Whatever happened, I would go through it, and the rest of the world would go on turning without me. I could at least try step back for a while—just long enough to regain control over my life and my safety, to create some routine, to handle the balance between supernatural and real.

      When I looked at my classmates, how they paid attention with varying intensities to Mr. Jackson’s lecture, I could easily believe none of the weekend’s happenings had been real. I could easily convince myself that neither angels nor demons existed. My mind wrapped around that thought willingly, embracing the simplicity of this reality without bristling; but whenever it started to sink in too deeply, some part of myself—a tiny insubstantial part, but still strong enough to jab at my mind—fought it up. It was like it wanted to protect me from forgetting that reality as I wanted it to be, and reality as it was were two very different chapters of a book—like it wanted to tell me that the easy path was not always the right one; and deep down I knew, and had already chosen.

      The bell tore me from my thoughts, and I realized it was time to pack my things and join the others streaming from the classroom. I didn’t want to stay behind and risk Gregory taking the chance to catch me alone. Invisibility was exactly what I needed—in both realities. At least one thing they had in common.

      “Coming?” Lydia asked in her usual quiet way. She wouldn’t have gotten my attention if the bell hadn’t already distracted my thoughts.

      “On my way.” I grabbed my books and walked from the room behind her, dodging Gregory by squeezing through the door quickly and hurrying through the crowd.

      “Are we in a hurry?” Lydia asked, falling into step beside me.

      “Not exactly—” I accelerated my speed as we headed to our lockers. I quickly opened my locker, stuffed in my biology book and pulled out my English things. I hadn’t done the homework or studied for the test in English literature that was about to come up in the next days. After I had all I needed, I threw the locker’s door shut, grabbed Lydia’s sleeve and pulled her away to a more quiet place in a hall away from the main route between the classrooms. Only a few students were passing through so we were free to talk.

      “What the hell’s up with you?” Lydia hissed at me as I stopped near the door of a locked classroom. “You’re acting weird.”

      “Greg is up,” I said in a low voice.

      Lydia threw me a meaningful look. “Don’t say something happened on Friday,” she replied, pulling up one of her dark fine lined brows.

      I didn’t know what to answer for a second, but then I decided that I wanted to at least fill her in about Gregory. If I couldn’t talk about the difficulties in my relationship with Adam, I wanted to give her as much truth as I could, and I could talk about Gregory without any problem—except for him not wanting anybody to know. Right now I didn’t care about what he wanted. I just wanted to postpone all uncomfortable conversations in order to save our friendship and I wanted to spare myself his disappointed looks and hurt face. I wanted some rest from the emotional rollercoaster ride I had been on since I had met Adam.

      “Not really—if you don’t count him trying to kiss me and me freaking out about it.” I spilled.

      “Oh my God.” Lydia commented in a hushed voice. “How did that happen?”

      I quickly told her exactly what had happened on the date with Gregory. She just listened, eyes wide.

      “Who would have expected that,” she said after I was finished.

      “It wasn’t actually sensitive of me to go on a date with him when I knew it was only to distract myself from the pain caused by Adam’s rejection,” I told her, not knowing how I had gotten there. “I didn’t think he was so serious, Lyd. What should I do now?” I felt my forehead crease, and tension was running up my spine.

      It was just then when Amber came bustling around the corner.

      “I’ve been looking for you everywhere!” she called to us from a few yards distance. “I tried to call you on the weekend. Where have you been?” Her eyes were directed at me.

      “Flu,” I answered, trying to sound nonchalant. “But I’m fine now.”

      “I see,” she rolled her eyes. “Tell me everything!” she demanded, curiosity showing in every inch of her body.

      “Okay,” I gave in once more and started retelling the short version of the story about my date with Gregory.

      Amber’s eyes went bigger and bigger with the progress of the story. “So, what are you going to do now?”

      “That’s exactly where we stood before you interrupted,” Lydia told Amber.

      The two girls gave me advice all the way to the next class, and they continued through lunch. Even though I preferred their company to Gregory’s right now, I’d rather they shut up. Lydia’s advice sometimes seemed unrealistic. She had never dated much. Richard had been her first and only boyfriend so far, and they were so annoyingly happy with each other that I couldn’t help but envy her every now and then. I knew she deserved a healthy relationship—she was a nice person—but it irritated me how easy it seemed to be for them to simply be together. No supernatural interference, no life threatening situations, no drama. Richard obviously was a good guy, and so was Gregory, even if his attempts to win my heart had backfired.

      I wasn’t sure about Adam. Being an angel—did this make him a good guy, or was he one of the bad guys that always hid behind a mask of goodness, but when you dug a little deeper you found dark secrets? I had found a big secret with Adam—he was an angel. Was this a dark secret? Not very likely; but still a secret. And it brought bad things with it.

      It felt normal—good—to be with my best girlfriends, talking boys like we had before all the supernatural elements had come into my life. It made the connection to my former reality stronger and the bond between the three of us more durable.

      “So, what’s the plan now?” Amber asked for maybe the hundredth time.

      “Talk to him—in the end, I won’t be able to dodge him forever.” I grimaced at the thought of our last conversation and how it had ended. I had to make it up with Gregory—somehow. He had been there for me all along. He had been one of the first people at Aurora High who had shown interest in me as a person, instead of believing the gossip. He had helped me through hard times, and he had never let me down. It wouldn’t have been fair to just ignore him for the rest of my life. Deep inside I was sure I wasn’t capable of holding a grudge against him forever. I would talk to him in the end, and we would find a way to work it out—at least I hoped so.

      “Anyway, we’re running late, let’s go.” I lead the way to the next class.

      The afternoon was over more quickly than I would have believed possible, and I found myself in the parking lot chatting with Lydia.

      “Need a ride home?” she offered.

      I knew I had to turn her down, but I didn’t want to tell her why. “No thanks,” I shook my head and then quickly changed the topic. “Did you know Amber applied to a drama college in New York?” Amber had told me a few weeks ago, but it all had been of little importance at that time.

      “Really?” Lydia was enthusiastic. “When?”

      “A month ago, I think. Wonder whether she already got feedback…” I really did. Amber was so talented, it would have been a waste if she didn’t make something out of it. “I’m hoping for her to get admitted.”

      “Yeah, she deserves it. Let’s ask her tomorrow. I have to get going.” She turned to her car. “See you tomorrow,” she called and waved at me as she rolled away.

      I took a deep breath, glad that Adam had taken his time. I waited for a few more minutes before he turned up in his father’s black Jeep, a serious expression on his face.

      “Hi,” I got into the car and buckled up.

      He measured my face for a moment and then his mouth gave me a little smile, his eyes remaining serious. “How are you?”

      “Fine, but you already know, don’t you?” Surely he had taken in my emotional state as soon as he had seen me standing in the parking lot.

      He nodded. “You were alone—all the others gone already?” Concern was obvious on his face.

      “Only for a few minutes.” I took a quick look around the lot. There were only a few cars left and no students were there. “Most of the others went home already, and some still have classes.” I shrugged to show him it didn’t bother me.

      “I don’t want you to be alone for even a minute.” Adam growled.

      “Oh, come on, Adam, I wasn’t alone—not really. There’s a big school building full of people and the street right over there is full of traffic. I’m not alone. Okay?”

      He smiled at my outburst and then kissed me on the cheek. “Sorry, I guess I’m overreacting. I almost lost you once…” His face was back to serious.

      “Don’t think of that.” I instantly was back to this surreal seeming reality that was flowing parallel to the one I had just experienced with Amber and Lydia for a few hours. They were more intertwined than I had expected. “I had a nice normal day. Chatted with my friends the way I did before all this happened. No need to worry.”

      “Nice to hear you had a good day.” He looked out of the window, avoiding my gaze. “I’m sorry I made this happen to you.”

      “No, no, no—you didn’t make this happen to me.”

      “Yes, I did,” he interrupted.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “But it’s true.”

      “How?”

      “By searching for you and finding you and falling in love with you—it’s my fault they’re after you now. I’m a bad guy.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.”

      He looked up at me, locking me in place with his eyes.

      “You didn’t make me fall in love with you. It was out of your hands. It was I who fell in love with you. So if you want to blame somebody—blame me.”

      Adam’s gaze melted as my words progressed. He reached out a hand and cradled my face in it for a minute. I let my cheek sink into his palm. My hair swung down like a curtain, hiding my eyes from his view. I closed them and inhaled. “I love you.”

      “I can’t blame you for anything.” Adam said with a shaky voice. “You’re the innocent butterfly that got caught up in the net of a dark spider. Now your wings are stuck to the fibers and you can’t fly away. My mark is what holds you there, and I can only stay near enough the net to keep the spider from swallowing you right away, but I can’t free you. And that’s what I regret—not meeting you, not loving you—but making you a target in a war that’s older than time.

      “I want you to be free, to fly away from all this—from me. But it’s too late, and I’m sorry for that. If I had any idea what would happen, I would have stayed away from you from the beginning. But now it’s my duty to stay with you now.”

      “Shut up,” I mumbled under my breath, not wanting to hear this. The situation was bad enough without him blaming himself and without me being reminded of the inevitable outcome.

      I wasn’t sure if he heard me, but the car started rolling and he steered us into the afternoon traffic of Aurora. Silence spread in the car—one of the uncomfortable ones, where you had the feeling you needed to say something, but couldn’t think of anything fitting.

      “How was your day?” I tried after a minute.

      He grinned half heartedly. “Okay.”

      Silence again.

      “What did you do?” I tried to keep the conversation going.

      “Nothing special. Just classes and a walk with Antonio in the afternoon.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “Dropped him off at my parents’.” The awkwardness slowly left the inside of the car. “What do you want to do tonight? You said normal was good—let’s do something normal.”

      “Uhm—okay—” I answered in an inspiration of intelligence and felicity. Astonished by the strength of my vocabulary I searched for a better answer. “That would be nice. Any suggestions?”

      He smiled at me sheepishly. “To be honest, I already have something in mind.”

      “What would that be?”

      “Surprise,” he lifted one hand from the steering wheel to pretend to be sealing his lips with a zipper.

      “Unfair,” I taunted him with a grin. I watched him drive for a while and noticed he was wearing a black coat. It looked elegant—not his usual style.

      At my place he pulled into the driveway and stopped the car.

      Nigel was waiting at the front door, meowing at me as I unlocked the door. He squeezed in and rushed through to the kitchen. I followed him there, fed him and then climbed the stairs to my room. Adam was already waiting there with a suit bag over his arm.

      “Time to get changed, beautiful,” he said in an intriguing velvet voice. I was sure I must have looked at him like an alien, because he walked over to me, grabbed my hand and pulled me towards him.

      “What exactly is that?” I asked carefully, like I didn’t want to startle a wild animal.

      “What does it look like?” He pulled me even closer with one arm and placed me in front of the big mirror, planting himself beside me. “I think you need something more dressy tonight.”

      I stared at his reflection in the mirror. His coat was open and underneath it a black suit was visible. White shirt, black tie, shiny black shoes. My mouth fell open as I took in his appearance.

      “Oh my God—Adam…”

      “Do I look that bad?” He mocked.

      “On the contrary.” I shook my head, and my mind restructured. “You look—” damn hot! “—good.” I corrected myself and smiled at him innocently. I was pretty sure he knew that I wanted to tear the fabric from his body right then—his smile was suggesting it.

      “Well, thanks. Thought I might dress up a little for this normal evening with my girlfriend.”

      “Where are we going?” He was making me curious.

      “Still a surprise,” he lifted the suit bag from his arm and opened it. He revealed something light and floral, a subdued shade of grayish purple. He pulled it out of the suit bag in a swift movement. It was pretty—a knee length dress with several layers of chiffon falling down from the waist.

      “For me?” I asked, not believing he had actually brought me a dress. He nodded enthusiastically.

      “Will you please put it on without asking?” he pleaded with a smart expression of dignity.

      I stripped out of my sweater and grabbed the dress from his hand. “Back in a minute,” I called as I headed for the bathroom. “How much time do I have to become presentable?”

      “You always are,” he called back. “But if you mean, when do we have to go, that’s half an hour—maybe more.” I heard him chuckle behind me.

      In the bathroom, I got out of my clothes, pulled skin colored tights from a drawer and slipped into them. Then I slid the dress over my head. It fell down like a cloud of feathers and folded itself around my body like it was made for me. I pulled up the zipper on the side and looked into the mirror. Where had he gotten it and how had he known my size? It was perfect, beautiful.

      I quickly put on some mascara and rouge. A hint of gloss on the lips, and I returned to my room, where Adam was sitting on the end of the bed waiting for me. The moment I walked through the door he got to his feet and looked at me with awe. “You’re anything but normal, you’re beautiful, perfect, Claire …I’m running out of words—I’m speechless.”

      He reached behind him on the bed, opened a box and pulled out satin ballerinas in the color of the dress. He placed them in front of my feet and I slipped into them—perfect fit again.

      “Where did you get this dress? Who’s is it?” I was sure he must have borrowed it from a friend.

      “It’s yours.”

      “What?” My eyes popped. “You can’t buy me a dress.”

      He laughed at my reaction. “You wearing it is the living proof that I can. And I didn’t buy it, technically—” his face was sheepish again, “—I had it tailored for you.”

      “You what?—Are you insane?”

      “No—” he took my hands, preventing me from gesturing wildly. “—just in love with the most amazing woman—who hasn’t got a fitting dress for this occasion, so I thought I might help.” He reached into his pocket with one hand, holding mine with the other and then vanished. A second later he popped up behind me with his hands on my shoulder. I jumped.

      “Shhh—” his fingers brushed my hair off my neck. “Just me.” And he wound his hand around my throat, sliding something thin and cool around it. Only a few seconds later he pulled me back towards the mirror.

      The girl in the reflection looked pretty. Ash blond hair fell down to her waist, framing her face. Her cheeks were rosy from the rouge and her eyes stood out with a gleam of excitement. But what was most eye-catching about her was a silver necklace which lay lightly on her collarbone. A small, oval rosy stone in a silver frame was sitting on top of a white pearl. I shook my head.

      “Why are you giving me this?”

      “Because I want to—and because I couldn’t find anything occasion-fitting in your closet,” he smiled brilliantly, but it made me sad. I had nothing I could give to him. No great presents, no gifts.

      “I cannot accept it. I’m sorry.” I reached up to take off the necklace, in a flash of false pride. It reminded me how little I had to give. Adam’s hands had caught mine before I had even reached it. He was so quick.

      “Please, for me—” he looked at me with the most alluring eyes I’d ever seen, a hint of his angel-self revealed in the way they smoldered in the shadow of his eyebrows.

      “Alright,” I sighed. “I’ll wear it. But you take the necklace back afterwards—promise?”

      “Not a chance,” he kissed me lightly on my neck and then my throat and jaw. “It’s yours.”

      I felt myself wavering under his touch and my objections disappeared somewhere between his lips touching my jaw and my mouth. I pulled away.

      “I don’t really think it would suit you anyway.” I opened the closet and browsed through it quickly, hoping to find some fitting jacket—nothing there—then I headed downstairs for the kitchen, wondering how my old winter jacket would go with my outfit.

      “Which tailor can make a dress in one day?” I asked him as he followed me. He bent down to stroke Nigel who had curled up on a chair.

      “Well, I know someone.” His face showed signs of sheepishness.

      “And how does that someone tailor a dress for a person without measuring them?”

      “I looked at the tags in your clothes to estimate a size, and then—” He looked down, embarrassed. “—since my abilities are more distinct, all my senses work better than before the transformation. I can smell better, hear better, see better, and let’s say I can estimate the dimensions of an object I look at, and I’ve looked at your body a lot the past two days. I got an impression of the proportions that someone needed to know.”

      Great—speed, strength, magnified senses, teleporting and wings, and—what next? Would he suddenly turn into a unicorn? I wouldn’t be surprised. All this made me very self-conscious. I looked down at my body, and hoped he liked what his eyes had measured.

      “That’s weird,” I stated.

      “Yeah—I think so.” He agreed with an awkward smile. He straightened and turned to me. “I’m glad you like it. I really put some effort into it.”

      “And so did the tailor,” I mocked. “Yes, I love it.”

      Adam came over to where I was standing and pressed a sweet kiss onto my lips. “And I love you.”

      “Shall we?” He slipped out of his black woollen coat and offered it to me. I slipped into the too big sleeves and snuggled into it, then took the arm he was holding out for me, and together we walked out the front door. I locked it behind me.

      As we walked down the stairs, Adam in his perfect suit leading the way like a gentlemen, I was absolutely sure that he was one of the good guys.
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      Adam helped me out of the car at his place. I wondered what he wanted there.

      Geoffrey opened the door for us, like he had been waiting for our arrival.

      “Good evening Master Adam, Miss Gabriel,” Geoffrey nodded at us.

      “You can leave the coat on,” Adam told me. “We’re just changing cars. The others should be here any minute.”

      “What others?” I asked impatiently, but before Geoffrey could close the door behind us a shiny black limousine—correction: stretch limousine—came to a halt in front of the Gallagers’ house.

      The driver got out and opened the door. Nobody exited, but Adam gently pulled me back out through the front door and towards the car.

      “Have a nice evening, Sir,” Geoffrey said as we went past him.

      “Thanks, Geoffrey. We’ll be home late.” We walked back over the cold gravel path and Adam gestured for me to get into the limousine.

      “This?” I gasped for air.

      “Keep calm,” he whispered into my ear. “It’s only a car.”

      “Right,” I snorted lowly before I took a step towards the driver and slipped into the backseat. Adam sat down beside me and the driver closed the door behind him.

      I was surprised to see Chris and Ben sitting on one of the comfortable benches. “Er, hello.” I waved at them shyly. “How are you?” The car started to move

      “Hello Claire,” Chris smiled. “Nice to see you again.”

      Ben snorted quietly beside him. I looked at him and saw two blue eyes staring back at me full of contempt and quickly turned back to Adam.

      “Where are we going?” I tried again. This time Adam seemed to find it fitting to fill me in on what was going on.

      “My mother’s giving one of her rare concerts. It’s a charity thing, but the whole family’s supposed to show up. So, I thought I might bring you.”

      “Really, Jenna’s playing?” I had always wanted to hear her play the violin, but until now I hadn’t had any luck. “Great!”

      Chris chuckled. “Yes, my wife very seldom gives us the pleasure of letting us hear her play these days. She has better things to do—or so she says.”

      Adam grinned at him.

      After about five minutes, we arrived at a big building I knew. It was one of Aurora’s oldest event halls. The door was opened for us again and Adam got out, holding out his hand for me to follow. I was still wrapped up in his coat as we walked up the steps to the entrance hall, closely followed by Chris and Ben.

      “May I take this?” A man in a uniform pointed at the coat as we walked a few steps into the building. I shrugged out of the coat and handed it to him. Behind me I heard a quick intake of breath. Reflexively, I turned around and caught Ben staring at me with eyes wide and his mouth open. It was an expression of utter surprise. We stared at each other for a second and then his face went back to the hostile mask it usually showed.

      I took a step back and felt Adam behind me, his chest catching my stumble. “Come with me,” he whispered into my ear. I turned around again and he led the way into a big hall. Round tables were decorated with white tablecloths and red napkins, heavy silver cutlery lying next to glasses of different size. People were sitting at the tables in small groups of two to six, all of them in suits, tuxedos or, in case of the ladies, beautiful dresses in every color one could imagine.

      Jenna was hurrying down the aisle towards us in a night blue dress, her violin in one hand. “You look so pretty,” she said as she hugged me.

      “You too—gorgeous. I can’t believe I finally get to hear you play.”

      “Adam told me he’d bring you. Very nice of you to join the family for this occasion. It’s pretty boring, and so at least Adam has a little fun.”

      “I’m sure it’s going to be great,” I disagreed and we both laughed. “Good luck.”

      Adam led me to a table at the front of the hall. We sat down and I watched Jenna gracefully climb the stage at the end of the hall and disappear behind the curtain.

      After a few more minutes Ben and Chris joined us at the table. “So what’s the schedule for tonight?” I asked all three of them. They were all looking exceptionally handsome in their suits. Ben’s suit was dark gray which made his eyes look like solid steel in this light.

      “First the concert—approximately one hour, and then dinner.” Chris answered.

      “Thanks for bringing me here,” I said to Adam, but I smiled at all three of them, earning two smiles and one cold glare in return.

      “It’s my pleasure.” Adam indicated a bow and then leaned towards me to kiss me. I laughed and looked back at the stage to see if the concert was about to start. More and more people were streaming into the room and sitting down at the tables around us.

      I looked around. Almost every table was occupied. And then my eyes fell on Gregory. He stared right back at me, a hurt expression on his face.

      I should have known he would be here. Rich families like the Milton-Davis’s were expected to attend a charity concert. Not knowing what else to do, I quickly evaded his stare by playing with a ribbon on my dress.

      “What’s wrong?” Adam asked with a worried face. He leaned closer again and whispered to me, “I perceive your unease and worry, and it’s plain on your face. What’s wrong, Claire.” I looked back up at Gregory to see whether he had turned away, but his eyes were still fixed on me.

      The lights dimmed, the room went silent and the sound of footsteps approached the stage. “Later,” I whispered back at him and turned to watch Jenna’s entrance.

      Jenna was just sitting down on a chair with her fellow musicians. I couldn’t believe what I heard when the first notes filled the room.

      It was Albinoni’s Adagio in G-Minor. One of my favorite pieces of music. One that instantly calmed me no matter what mood I was in. And so it did again tonight. It was only a minute later that I had forgotten about Gregory, who might still be staring at the back of my head, and Ben, whose hostility seemed to come from out of nowhere, and Adam, who was sitting beside me worrying about why I was worried. I drifted to a better place inside my head—a place where nothing could harm me and sorrow wasn’t part of my vocabulary.

      The sounds of the violins penetrated the tissues of my body and my mind, leaving nothing but relaxation behind. I didn’t know the other pieces of music they played, but they were almost as beautiful as the Adagio. I closed my eyes for a while and listened to Jenna’s violin solo. She played like a goddess, her fingers moving quickly over the strings of her instrument. I loved the way she played—full of emotion.

      I mused into the silence that followed the last notes floating away into the room. Hundreds of hands clapping loudly and without recognizable rhythm brought me back to the moment. My eyes blinked open and I automatically lifted my hands to join the noise.

      A gray haired lady in an ugly black dress gave a lengthy speech in which she thanked Jenna and the others for playing tonight. Then she thanked all the audience about a million times for being there and helping the charity foundation.

      Then several white dressed cooks entered with different dishes which they artfully placed on the buffet tables, and a minute later the audience was on their feet and heading to the buffet line.

      After watching the spectacle for a while, Ben and Adam decided to join the crowd. I shook my head when Adam asked if I would come, too. I needed some time to adapt to the noise and busyness around me. The music was still ringing in my head, wavering in a soft cloud and enveloping my thoughts. I felt sort of separated from what was going on around me.

      “Thanks again for bringing me,” I said to Adam before he disappeared towards the buffet. “This evening is anything but normal, and I love it.”

      He kissed me briefly and headed off after Ben.

      Chris smiled at me with a knowing look. “I know how you feel—I’ve had around twenty years to get used to it, but her music always makes me entirely forget reality.”

      I nodded in agreement. “She’s amazing.” I took a deep breath and got to my feet. “I think I’ll get some food.”

      Chris chuckled and rose to his feet, too. “Me too. Let’s get going.”

      Together we made our way towards the already thinning crowd at the buffet. Chris headed for the fish dishes while I looked for something to drink first.

      “Still trying to avoid me.”

      I jumped. The voice came from behind me. I didn’t dare turn around, fearing to face Gregory.

      “Come one, Claire, you cannot not talk to me for ever.” He walked around and stopped in front of me, looking at me with intense blue eyes.

      “I’m—not avoiding you.” I stammered.

      “Yes you are.” He planted himself close beside me. “But never mind. He calls—you’re there. Like nothing has changed.”

      Gregory’s hurt words took the last bit of relaxation from me instantly. The tragedy crushed down on me with full weight.

      “I’m sorry,” was all I could say. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      “Hurt?” He mocked. “Why would I be hurt? Because you used me to forget him just to run back to him the moment he decided to look at you again?”

      I hated myself for having done this to him. He was my best friend and I loved him for being there for me—for being able to count on him—always.

      “It’s not like that.—There is more—” —more, I could never tell him, more, I was bound to carry to the grave, and more, I so badly wanted to talk about to someone, but I couldn’t without endangering the people I loved.

      “Any problems over here?” It was Ben who stepped out from behind a column beside us. His face was hostile as always, just this time it seemed to be directed at Gregory instead of me.

      “No—” Gregory started.

      “—we’re just talking,” I finished. “Nothing special.” I turned to Gregory. “Guess I’ll see you around, Greg.” He understood my hint, nodded coolly and walked away, Ben watching him go with a glare. When Gregory was out of sight he turned back to me, his eyes full of concern.

      “Are you alright?” Ben whispered without seeming to notice he was actually speaking.

      “Yeah—well, thanks,” I wondered if I was dreaming, but I was sure I wasn’t because the moment he noticed me looking at him the hostile glare returned to his face and he walked away with a sneer.

      What was that all about, I asked myself. I didn’t understand what was going on in Ben’s mind, but obviously there was something going on behind his mask of hatred and hostility, and Ben didn’t want me to see it. I couldn’t guess why. I was grateful to him, though, for saving me from Gregory’s accusations. I had enough on my mind without dealing with the two of them.

      I stayed where I was until I had regained full control over my feelings and then got some lasagna at the buffet. I carried the plate back carefully and sat down next to Adam who was already eating. Ben wasn’t there.

      Jenna joined us after a while with a happy expression on her face and a plate full of cake in her hands.

      “It was a really great performance, Jenna,” I said before she had even sat down.

      “Thanks, dear.” She gave me one of her motherly smiles.

      We chatted a little during dinner and then we prepared to leave. Adam was getting his coat for me when Gregory turned up once more.

      “So, he’s taking you home?” He asked, jeering.

      “Really none of your business,” I answered coldly.

      “Letting him play with your heart is none of my business? Well, I think it is, because when he lets you down you’ll come running straight back to me,” he mocked.

      “He won’t …let me down.” I protested.

      “And he will.” Gregory defied.

      I felt tears fighting their way into my eyes, but I swallowed them back, determined not to show him how much he got to me. The same moment I thought I had pulled myself together, Ben appeared at my left shoulder, seeming to come out of nowhere. Simultaneously, Adam returned with his coat slung over his arm and planted himself at my right shoulder. Both of them looked protective and hostile at the same moment, their piercing eyes directed at Gregory.

      “I think I heard your mom calling,” Adam said with a cold voice. It was amazing how much the two brothers looked alike when their faces where set in aversion.

      Gregory turned on his heels, looking at me with accusing eyes, and headed off.

      I felt Adam relax at my side instantly but Ben held his posture for a few more seconds before he shot Adam an unidentifiable look and walked towards the front doors and down the stairs.

      I didn’t like the way things were developing between Gregory and me. I had intended to let some time pass, talk to him, explain and then go back to normal, but the way things had turned out, normal conversation seemed to have become impossible with him. And as if I hadn’t enough to worry about already, Ben added to my headache with his strange behavior.

      “Are you okay?” Adam asked. “I saw you going to pieces and came as quickly as possible.” He searched my face for information, but I kept it smooth and expressionless. “What happened?”

      I swallowed once more to make sure the tears wouldn’t win before I spoke.

      “I’m alright,” I lied and fought the urge to feel bad about it. He eyed me suspiciously and I wondered what he could perceive from me right now. Did the shame of my lie and the embarrassment about how I had treated Gregory radiate from me like I thought they might do? I took the coat from Adam’s arm without looking at him and flitted into it quickly. Then I followed Ben’s lead and hurried out into the cold.

      

      I hadn’t been alone in a while—Adam wouldn’t let me. He drove me to school and picked me up every day, and he either made me sleep over or he stayed with me at my place. It had been more than a week since the incident with the demons and we hadn’t seen or heard anything of them since; we hadn’t heard from Jaden, either.

      Today I had put my foot down and driven myself. It was my day at the library and I was glad to have the afternoon of work, where nobody bothered me except for a few customers. At least there was no one reading my feelings, so all I had to do was put on a bright face when someone entered the library. I wasn’t particularly happy the way things were. Adam and I were back together and I loved him more than ever, but the threat of the shadows that surrounded us continued to give me nightmares.

      I tried to find out as much as possible about the demons, reading the old book from the library in as much detail as I could. I had learned they had certain external features by which they could be recognized. For one, they had unnatural movements, described as too fluent, too quick and too silent. Then there were hints at inhuman speed and strength—almost like Adam had told me the angels had. And then there was a chapter on their powers. They seemed to have supernatural powers which could kill a person without touching them. According to the book they were one of the few things that could kill an angel.

      The book was more filled with information on demons than on angels. I started wondering again who had put it in this library in the first place. Someone must have expected someone to look for it. I wondered who it might have been, and after having searched the book for information for what seemed to be the hundredth time, I put it back onto the shelf in the library that day.

      The more I knew about the whole supernatural stuff the uneasier I slept at nights. It turned out that my fear for Adam grew bigger compared to the fear for myself. Until then, I had believed he was immortal, that nothing could kill him, but it seemed I had been wrong, and I was determined do everything to prevent that from happening.

      The door creaking open tore me from my thoughts. A girl of around fifteen years stepped in and strolled toward the shelves.

      “Can I help you?” I offered as I watched her approach the first shelf. She was pretty. I knew her face from school—Colina Fernandez. Dark curls framed an olive skinned face, her eyes almost as dark as her hair.

      “No, I’m just looking.”

      “Tell me if you need something.”

      “Thanks, I will,” she answered and disappeared between the rows of books.

      I leaned back on the counter and looked at the front door. The sun was hanging low in the west and I watched it creep very slowly towards the ground.

      “Do you have the second book of this trilogy?” She asked from the edge of one row, holding up a book.

      I quickly looked it up in the computer. “No, sorry. Someone borrowed it. Should be back by next week.”

      “Thanks,” she called and disappeared behind the shelves again.

      I turned back to watch the shadows growing longer on the sidewalk outside the door. The cold tint of the winter sun made everything look a little unnatural. My watch said four thirty. The last rays would vanish in about fifteen minutes.

      It was almost that much later when I heard the dull sound of something heavy hitting the floor. I was sure it hadn’t been a book. I sprinted to toward the source of the noise, nearly slipping as I hurried around the end of a bookshelf.

      A man was hunched on the floor covering the sight of something lying on the floor. I knew the color of his hair—golden blond. I shifted a step to the side to get a clear view of the scene.

      A body was lying on the floor behind him, motionless. It was Colina. Her face was ashen and her dark curls were spread around her head in a wild circle, but what really caught my attention were her expressionless eyes which were staring into space. The man had his hands on her arm and throat, like he was trying to feel her pulse.

      “Stand back, Claire.” Jaden’s soft voice was alert. “They could still be here.”

      I froze where I was as he turned around and his golden eyes gleamed at me.

      “What’s wrong with her?” I whispered, shocked by the scene in front of me.

      “She’s dead.” He turned back to the girl and closed her eyes with the fingers of one hand. “You were lucky they went for her first.”

      “When you say they, you mean—demons?” I looked around, half expecting to find one standing behind me, but nobody was there. We were alone.

      “The one and only really dangerous creatures that wander this earth, yes.” He straightened up and slowly walked towards me.

      I hadn’t noticed the demons or him until the girl had hit the floor, nor had Colina seemed to have taken any notice of them before she had dropped dead. A lump stuck in my throat. Was it really that easy for them to sneak up on someone?

      “You’re chalk-white, Claire.” Jaden interrupted my thoughts. “You should sit down.” He took my arm and led me back to the counter. I stumbled behind him in a trance until he pressed me into a chair.

      “Don’t move, understand? I’ll be right back.”

      I did as he told me, unable to move anyway. He vanished into thin air and before I could start wondering where he had gone, reappeared in the same spot.

      “They’re gone.” I heard him saying from a distance. “Claire, look at me.” I couldn’t see him anymore. Blackness crept up my spine and blanked my view. “Focus!” he demanded from somewhere outside my head. For a while all I felt was wetness on my cheeks. Then a warm hand tried to wipe them away with a gentle gesture.

      “Can you hear me, Claire?”

      My head bounced up and down once trying to nod.

      “Good,” the voice was full of relief. “Listen to me, Claire—I’m going to call nine-one-one now. It’s very important that we both tell the same story.”

      I blinked my eyes open, finally able to see straight.

      “When they ask you what happened tell them she called for help, but when we got there she was already unconscious. We will pretend to revive her until the ambulance comes and the doctors declare her dead.”

      “But she is dead.” I told him, choked by tears.

      “Still, we have to put on the show.” He took me by the hand. “Ready?”

      I shook my head.

      “Then let’s go.” He pulled me up, ignoring my reaction.

      While he walked he pulled out his cell phone and dialed nine-one-one and quickly told the story. Then he dropped to his knees beside the girl and massaged her chest in a fairly professional way. Hope flared up in my stomach.

      “She won’t wake up,” he told me. “It’s just to cover the tracks.”

      I knelt down at the other side of her body and watched him, mind blank, until the doors flew open and an emergency team sprinted towards us, taking over the attempt at reviving Colina. After a few minutes they gave up. By that time, the police had arrived and started questioning Jaden. I watched them from beside the shelf. Jaden looked older than the last time I had seen him. Nearer to thirty than twenty. He wore jeans, a blue polo shirt and a deep blue jacket. He looked posh somehow—someone you would believe just because of the nature of his appearance.

      His eyes had stopped gleaming long before the ambulance had arrived. Now they were simply golden brown and featured a shaken look. He was perfect in his role. I hoped I would get away with this lie as easily as he did.

      It was only a little while before Mr. Baker arrived. The police had called him. By the time he walked in through the open front doors the body had been removed by the paramedics. Mr. Baker rushed towards me and started asking me questions. I answered mechanically and gave him exactly the answers Jaden had provided me with. It took a while before Mr. Baker noticed Jaden standing with the police. His face showed obvious surprise as their eyes locked for a fraction of a second.

      Mr. Baker clapped me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry girl, everything’s gonna be fine. You’ve done the right thing.” With those words he walked over and joined the conversation between Jaden and the officers.

      I sat down on the chair again and waited until the officers came to ask me the same questions they had asked Jaden. I repeated, over and over again, what he had told me, until after some time, the officers seemed satisfied with what I said. It took another endless hour until they had cleared the location and Mr. Baker could close the library for the day. I felt shaken and cold as I walked down the stairs leading from the library entrance.

      “Thank you, again, Mr. Ableton for helping Claire handle the situation,” Mr. Baker shook Jaden’s hand and then put his arm around me. “It was a great shock for you, wasn’t it, dear?” He walked me to my car. “Are you sure you can drive?”

      I nodded impatiently. It was time the old man went home. He looked pretty shaken himself, but I didn’t have the energy to care right now. I needed to talk to Jaden—alone.

      “Goodbye then, Mr. Baker, Claire” Jaden waved at us.

      “Goodbye Mr. Ableton,” Mr. Baker called after him.

      “Goodbye—and thank you,” I added too low for anyone to hear, but Jaden’s face showed that he had heard me.

      I got into my car like a good girl and started the engine. Mr. Baker was already hurrying in the other direction when I pulled out of the parking spot. I pushed down the gas pedal without thinking and sped away from the surreal events that had just happened.

      “Maybe I should drive.”

      I hit the brake and looked in the direction of the voice. A car honked behind me.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” Jaden said in his velvet tone. He was sitting in my passenger seat, eying me with a serious expression. “You look shaken. Sure you can drive?”

      I exhaled in a gust and nodded, happy it was just him. “Don’t do that to me. My heart almost stopped beating.”

      “That would be the second time today then,” he mused. “You know, you shouldn’t trust strangers—it’s not healthy for you.”

      I slowly progressed with my driving again.

      “What if I wanted to hurt you?”

      “I wouldn’t stand a chance—but you don’t.”

      “Why are you so sure?”

      “You saved me in there today.”

      “What if it was me who killed the girl?”

      I let this sink in for a moment, but images of the days in the mansion flared through my mind and I knew this was impossible. “It wasn’t you.”

      “Thanks for your trust,” he stroked a strand of hair off my forehead.

      “Where have you been? I needed to talk to you after that weekend.” I asked with my eyes fixed on the street.

      He kept silent.

      “I’m glad you’re here, anyway. If you hadn’t been there today …I would be dead by now.”

      “Very likely.” His tone was grave.

      “What exactly did they do to her?”

      “Standard procedure. Stopped her heart by some demonic power. They don’t even have to touch a human to kill them. It’s just like that,” he snapped his fingers, “and you’re dead.”

      I shuddered at the memory of Colina lying on the floor, eyes wide open and expressionless.

      “If they go for the kill it’s so fast you don’t even notice what happens. You just drop dead, and believe me, it’s the better way to come across them.”

      “I wouldn’t want to die.”

      “You’ve already experienced the other way. When they don’t kill you immediately, they usually need something from you, and they’ll never stop torturing you until they get it. Whatever it is.”

      I shuddered again at the memories of pain and blackness.

      “If they can’t get to you physically, they’ll hurt you in any way they find useful—they’ll kill your family, friends—”

      “I don’t want to think about it.” I stammered. “I’m glad I survived the first time—I didn’t get a chance to thank you for that.”

      “You’re welcome. Whatever it takes to keep you safe.” I heard him chuckle to himself.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing. Keep driving—you’d better concentrate on the traffic,” he said softly.

      Jaden had the ability to calm me down whatever happened, and it was good that way. It was what I needed right now—someone to calm me down, to keep me focused.

      “Is it safe to go home right now?”

      “They won’t attack straight away. They know I’m with you.”

      This was good news—at least something seemed to turn out okay. I could go home and rest for a while before I would have to meet Adam. I would call him after a hot shower and he would pick me up.

      “How’s you’re boyfriend?” Jaden mocked as he accompanied me up the stairs at home. I unlocked the door and let Nigel out before I answered. I left the cat alone too much these days. It was time Sophie returned.

      “He’s fine, I think. I can’t read his emotions.”

      Jaden chuckled darkly. He followed me up to my room.

      “Why are you so old today?” I asked him without a warning. “You have appeared as different ages. How do you do that?”

      “You noticed?”

      “Hard not to,” now it was me who mocked.

      “I can change my age at will,” he confessed.

      “Really?”

      “Remember at the supermarket, the time you saw the demon?”

      “Yes,” I saw the picture clearly in my head. A silver gray haired man with very light blue eyes. One of the demons that had captured me a short time later.

      “Remember the boy who ran into you?”

      I closed my eyes and thought. I saw the picture of the gold haired boy before me and nodded.

      “That was me,” he said. “And at the library on campus—the old man?”

      I looked at him unbelievingly.

      “That was me, too.”

      “Why are you that age today?”

      “Just a coincidence—could have been any age, I guess. Am I too old?”

      “Uhm—not really—” I didn’t know what I should say, so I fidgeted on the spot. I lay my bag onto the desk and removed things I wouldn’t need the next day, then I packed some fresh clothes into it with some textbooks. Jaden was somewhere behind me while I moved around the room. Finally I sat down on my bed.

      Jaden came to stand right in front of me, suddenly much younger. He looked exactly the way he had at our first real encounter. He looked handsome, with gentle features and golden blond hair and golden eyes. I shuddered. The way he changed his appearance was eerie.

      “Don’t be scared, I’m still me.” He commented.

      It was amazing how the change of his physical age affected my reaction to him. I was even more trustful and felt more at ease with him appearing my age than I had before. He sensed my emotional reaction and sat down beside me on the edge of the bed.

      “You humans are really interesting to read.” He looked at his hands and played with a ring on his finger. “Your moods switch so fast, it’s sometimes hard to keep up.”

      I got to my feet feeling awkward and announced that I would have a quick shower.

      Jaden followed me to the bathroom door where he planted himself, squaring his shoulders. “I’ll be right here. Call if you need me.”

      I felt my forehead crease and nodded at him before I closed the door behind me. What could happen to me in my own bathroom? I got rid of my clothes with a few quick movements and then stepped into the hot shower I had been yearning.

      The pictures of the day passed my inner eye once more, and I saw Colina lying on the floor again. It could have been me. It should have been me. I didn’t want anyone to die for me.

      A few minutes of hot water later I slipped into fresh clothes and reopened the bathroom door. Jaden was leaning against the wall beside it looking up at me as I stepped out.

      “I’m still alive.” I held my hands up as to show him that there was no need for him to play the bodyguard. “Didn’t drown myself in the shower.”

      He chuckled once and followed me back to my room. “Adam will be waiting for your call,” he reminded me.

      “Yeah,” I sighed, not enthusiastic about having to fill him in on what had happened. “I’ll call him.”

      Jaden held out my cell phone. “Now—please.”

      Okay, so Jaden was really doing his part in the whole we-have-to-protect-Claire thing. Adam would like it.

      I took the phone from him and dialed Adam’s number. He answered before it had rung twice. “Where the hell are you?” he asked harshly.

      “Home,” I answered meekly.

      “What are you doing home?” He sounded really angry and worried.

      “Jaden’s with me. Don’t worry.” I waited for him to storm an answer. Nothing came. “Please don’t be upset, there were special circumstances that made this change of plan necessary.”

      I heard him sigh and then he was gone.

      My cell phone was still at my ear when he popped up beside me, scaring the hell out of me. I stumbled a step backwards and crashed into Jaden’s chest. He helped me steady myself with one hand at my arm and then disappeared before my eyes without a sound and without a goodbye.

      “You’re going to kill me one day,” Adam claimed back my attention. “I was so worried when I went to see you after my walk with Antonio and the library was locked up, and no one knowing what was going on.” He stepped closer and took my forearms into hard grips with his hands. “What happened?”

      “Ouch! Adam, you’re hurting me.” I pulled at his grip, but couldn’t break free. He instantly released me at my protest.

      “Sorry,” he looked to the floor, shame in his features. “I didn’t mean to. I lost control—I was out of my mind.”

      I rubbed my forearms and started retelling the afternoon’s events, watching his eyes become wider and wider with the progress of the story.

      “I was lucky Jaden was there,” I finished.

      “I should have known you weren’t safe at the library.” His face fell, devastated. “It’s all my fault.”

      “It’s not your fault,” I insisted. “You can’t be with me all the time—it’s impossible. You have your own life to lead as well.” I shook my head to emphasise the meaning of my words. “And I still have Jaden who looks out for me.”

      Adam snorted.

      “What?”

      “He’s not being thorough, or this girl would still breathe, and the demons wouldn’t have come anywhere near you.”

      “Don’t blame him. Jaden’s just trying to help.”

      Adam paced the room for a while. I watched his motions and his dark face. He looked nothing like an angel that moment—so resentful.

      “We should get going,” he seemed to come to a conclusion. “Have you packed your things?”

      I nodded.

      We headed downstairs together and Adam opened the door for me. I stepped out and stopped in my tracks. Nigel was lying on the porch outside the front door, eyes open, spine twisted.

      I knelt down on the threshold and felt all my regained control crumbling away. Nigel was one of the last things that linked my life to my parents. “No,” I choked.

      Adam jumped to my side to take in the situation. He was on red alert. “They were here,” he stated after looking around for a minute.

      “You mean—they did this to him?” I sobbed. Adam nodded.

      “But he’s a cat, for heaven’s sake! Why would they kill a cat?” I cried in exasperation.

      “They’ll do anything to get to you. By escaping them the last time, not to speak of today, you set them off.” He locked my eyes to his with his look. “It’s not about getting my mark from you or killing you anymore—it’s about destroying you.”

      “Everything alright, dears?” an old lady from the neighborhood called to us from the other side of the street, startling me to death.

      “Everything’s fine, thank you,” Adam called back with a polite smile decorating his features. I nodded at the lady imagining what it looked like, the two of us hovering on the porch looking at something on the ground she obviously couldn’t see. I would have wondered too. The old lady bustled on along the row of houses, and I turned back to Adam.

      “Are you serious?” I asked him, tears dropping from my lashes as I looked down at Nigel. “Jaden mentioned something like that, but I wouldn’t have believed—” Sobs broke my sentence.

      “Get to your car,” he instructed, “I’ll get rid of Nigel’s body.”

      I stroked the cat’s cold fur one last time, then got to my feet and slowly walked to the car. When I looked back Adam was gone. So, I got in the car and waited. Before I could start worrying where he had gone, Adam opened the door and jumped into the passenger seat. “Let’s get going,” he said. I pushed down the gas pedal, and we sped off.
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      Adam was watching me with penetrating eyes.

      I didn’t care what he saw—he would sense it anyway, so I sipped the tea he had placed in front of me reluctantly, making a face as I burned my tongue. I felt transparent—to him, to the demons, to the world.

      The sofa in the living room was comfortable. I didn’t lean back but sat on the edge unable to relax. Adam sat beside me not taking his eyes off me, like he expected me to break down any second. I didn’t bother to mask any of my emotions.

      I set the cup on the table in front of me and waited for the time to pass. “Where did you put his body?”

      “Buried it in the forest—far away from here.” Adam answered, his tone flat.

      I lifted the cup again and brought it to my lips with shaking hands. I took another sip. “Thank you.”

      After finding Nigel’s body, I was still sure this wasn’t the worst day in my life—the worst after my parents’ death, maybe. Still I felt shaky. I had no idea how many even worse days might follow.

      “I have to tell Sophie he died,” I eventually said.

      “I suppose so,” he agreed.

      I pulled the cell phone out of my pocket and dialed.

      “Hey, it’s me.”

      Sophie instantly started telling stories about her work after she had greeted me. It took some attempts until she finally listened to me.

      “Sophie, listen—Nigel’s dead. He died today.” I heard shocked silence at the other end of the line. “He passed away in his sleep,” I lied, protecting her from the truth.

      “That’s horrible,” she found her words again.

      “I know,” I agreed. “But at least he didn’t suffer.”

      We talked for a while, my guilty conscience building up more and more; I hated lying to her.

      “You doing okay?” she asked.

      “Sure. I’ll be fine.” I reassured her and said goodbye after a short while.

      Adam didn’t stop observing me like I was a volcano about to erupt.

      “I’ll be fine,” I told him after I had pocketed my cell phone. Chris entered the room with Jenna, Antonio at their heels.

      “Hello Claire,” Chris greeted me, and simultaneously the dog squeezed past him to lick my hands.

      “Hi Chris,” I composed my face only a little.

      “Oh my God, dear, you look a mess,” Jenna noticed and hurried over to hug me. “What happened?”

      “Someone died at the library while she worked there,” Adam answered for me.

      “Oh no,” her eyes were full of sympathy, “are you alright?”

      “And then when she came home she found her cat dead.” He finished.

      Chris looked at me with a serious face. “I’m sorry, Claire. How do you feel?”

      “A bit better now,” I mumbled. “Think I’m recovering from the shock.”

      Adam eyed me critically. “You should rest, Claire. It was a tough day.”

      “Yeah, I should.” I stroked Antonio’s head absentmindedly.

      “It’s late already, maybe you should go to bed,” Jenna told me, helping me up.

      “Alright,” I sighed and let them lift me to my feet. Adam led me upstairs and to his room. I sat down on his bed and rested my back on the soft cushions against the headboard. A minute later I had sunk into a deep sleep.

      

      I was lying tangled up in the blanket and fully dressed. The room was dark except for the moonlight that fell in through the curtains. I groaned as I tried to roll to my back. Two arms pinned me to a warm body—Adam. I looked up to where I expected his face to be and saw the dim reflection of moonlight in his eyes and white teeth.

      “Did you sleep well, my love?” He asked into the darkness. I worked my legs free from the blanket and rolled onto him. “Mhmmm.” He helped me, smiling, and his arms curled tighter around me.

      The sleepiness diminished the pain of today’s memories to a dull feeling of weariness. I rested my head on Adam’s chest and he stroked my hair.

      “What time is it?” I asked into his shirt.

      “Almost dawn.” He kissed my head. “Go back to sleep.”

      I snuggled into his arms until it was entirely comfortable and closed my eyes.

      Next morning I awoke in the same position. Adam’s arms were still tightly wrapped around me and the steady flow of air in and out of his lungs lifted his chest slightly up and down in a rhythmic motion.

      I eyed him for a moment. He seemed to be asleep.

      Careful not to wake him up, I rolled to the side. His eyes flashed open as I stirred.

      “Good morning,” he breathed into my hair.

      We got out of bed quickly and I dressed in a hurry, so I would have some time left for breakfast.

      When we came running down the stairs, Geoffrey announced that breakfast was ready for us in the kitchen. I swallowed some cereal with milk and then directed my full attention to sliding into my jacket while balancing a glass of juice in one hand. We were running late.

      Adam dropped me off at school. He kissed me goodbye and reminded me to be careful, and that I should call if I needed him. I put on a brave face and headed off for the day.

      Amber and Lydia were waiting for me inside the main building, both with curious faces.

      “You never told us you were back together,” Amber blurted out. Obviously they had seen me getting out of Adam’s car a minute ago.

      “It’s no big deal,” I downplayed.

      “Seriously, Claire, it’s everything but no big deal,” Amber replied. “I’m glad you worked it out.” Lydia nodded at Amber’s words.

      “Really, let it go,” I was irritated. We walked towards our chemistry class and Lydia fell into step beside me.

      “You don’t look too happy. What’s wrong?”

      “Horrible incident—yesterday at the library.”

      “Are you hurt?” she looked alarmed.

      “No, I’m fine. It’s Colina, remember her?”

      “Yeah,” Amber interrupted, “the one that asked Greg to the prom.”

      I nodded.

      “What’s wrong with her?”

      “Well—she’s dead.”

      Both girls’ eyes widened in shock.

      “She collapsed between the shelves and the ambulance was too late.”

      “Oh my God,” Amber commented, “that’s awful! Are you sure you’re alright?”

      Why did everybody keep asking me that? I was running around—alive.

      As I had expected, Colina’s death was the topic that day. Almost every group of people we passed was talking about her, some of them taking guesses at the reasons, others weeping.

      Only a few people at school knew I was working at the library, so hardly anyone made the connection that I had been there when it had happened.

      On our way Gregory joined us. He fell into step beside me and took my arm to stop me from walking on. Amber eyed us for a moment until I nodded at her. She understood my hint and walked away with Lydia.

      “What do you want, Greg?” I shot at him, not able to take any more accusations from him. “I know it was wrong how I treated you. I’m sorry. I love Adam. That’s never going to change.” I didn’t try to be considerate, I just let the words roll off my tongue.

      “Yeah,” he was astounded by my speech. “I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry, too. I used your moment of misery to lure you out, and now I’m blaming you—that’s not right.”

      “Thanks, Greg.” I was glad it was nothing like our last conversation.

      “Shall we?” I took a step in the direction of the classroom and he followed my lead. It still felt a little awkward with him.

      “I heard what happened yesterday—at the library,” he started. “Was it bad?”

      “Actually, the doctor said whatever we would have tried wouldn’t have changed anything. It was too late.” Gregory looked at me, miserable.

      We entered the classroom together and I headed over to Amber and Lydia, and sat down in my usual spot next to Lydia. Having so many people around me gave me a sense of security, and didn’t leave a lot of time to think about what had happened—and what could.

      The teacher reminded us of the celebrations this afternoon. I had completely forgotten about the fiftieth school anniversary of Aurora High. It had been fifty years since its founding and ten since the complete renovation—a double celebration. Some important people had signed up for speeches and so on, all very formal. For students attending the celebrations was obligatory. I wasn’t exactly happy, but it was better than classes—better than history, I smiled to myself. So, I lived through the morning and the first few classes in the afternoon without complaining.

      Around one o’clock we filed into the assembly hall. I followed Lydia to a row of chairs. Amber was sitting one row in front of us, talking animatedly to a boy I didn’t know. He was lost in her words like he had never heard a more beautiful voice before, and his eyes were fixed on her face like he was looking at an angel. I laughed at the irony and turned to watch the crowd settling into chairs around us.

      It took almost ten minutes until everybody was seated and quiet.

      “Dear students, dear colleagues,” the principal’s voice sounded into the silence, “today should be a day to celebrate the history of this amazing school.” He flashed a smile and then his face became serious. “But given the incidents of yesterday afternoon I have to ask to you to pause for a minute to commemorate your fellow student, Colina Fernandez, who died yesterday.”

      The silence in the room grew even more profound and the minute stretched while the images of Jaden crouching over Colina’s body, his hands at her heart, ran through my mind over and over again.

      “Thank you.” The principal turned and walked away to sit down at the far end of the podium, his face still a serious mask. And then the speeches began, all starting with a few words about the tragedy of Colina’s death, all followed by a few seconds of silence. The speeches seemed endless. One after the other claimed the microphone for an all too similar and uninteresting flow of words. I didn’t listen. I watched the big clock on the wall behind them instead. The hands were moving disturbingly slow. Lydia giggled quietly as she noticed my longing gaze. Officially this was going to be over by three. This meant we would be free in less than twenty minutes.

      I started counting the seconds in hopes of making time pass a little faster, without success. This only focused my attention on what would happen when I didn’t get out of here on time. I knew how apprehensive Adam was about me and I didn’t want him to get the wrong idea about what was going on, so I pulled out my cell phone and started texting.

      

      Might be late—school-anniversary-

      celebration-thingy. Love you,

      Claire.

      

      I pressed the send button and went back to counting the seconds. Around four-hundred seconds later—I counted—the phone vibrated in my hands.

      

      Waiting for you in the parking lot.

      Take care. Love you more,

      Adam.

      

      I pocketed the phone and rolled my eyes incredulously as I noticed that the clock hands’ progress was infinitesimally slow.

      When we were finally released we headed outside together. I pulled up the collar of my jacket as the cold wind touched my neck. I shivered.

      Now, I needed some distraction from all the heavy that was going on around me. I needed some happiness; I needed to forget the constant danger Adam and I had been in for the past few weeks. It was Friday night and I was so caught up in the mess of my own life that I was simply yearning for a break.

      “You look horrible,“ Lydia stated. ”We should do something fun tonight, to get you in a better mood."

      "Round of pool later?” Amber nodded.

      This could be just the distraction I needed.

      “Nine o’clock alright?” Amber called over the noisy crowd as she headed for her car.

      “I’ll pick you up,” Lydia offered.

      “Thanks,” Amber smiled, waved and was swallowed by the crowd. I was standing on tiptoes, trying to see over the mass of students.

      “I think Adam’s going to drive—if it’s okay, I’ll bring him with me? You could bring Richard…”

      “Sure,” Lydia answered. “Nine then. I’ll bring Richard.” She headed off as well and vanished in the endless stream of students emerging from the main building. Looking after her I pulled my jacket even tighter and shivered in the freezing cold.

      I spotted Adam’s car in the far corner of the parking lot and headed there quickly. Before I reached it, I saw Adam standing at the hood with a cup of coffee in his hands, looking like he had been made just to fill my heart with pleasure. I hurried directly towards him, looping around the people in the parking lot.

      “Sorry I’m late,” I almost fell into his arms and kissed him. The touch of our lips was like a soothing balm. I couldn’t get enough, however often it happened, my heart still flared and stuttered when he pulled me to his body and kissed me back. “I missed you,” I admitted, out of breath.

      “Me too.” He kissed my forehead once before he curled out of my hug and opened the door for me. I got into the warmth of the car quietly and waited for him to do the same.

      “How was your day?” He looked at the street, concentrating.

      “The whole school is talking about Colina.” The name dragged up the memories, but I swallowed them bravely and went on. “Then there was the fifty year Aurora High School anniversary celebration—boring speeches, complete waste of time.”

      He laughed halfheartedly.

      “And Lyd, Amber and I decided to meet for a game of pool tonight,” I scrutinized his face. The change in his expression let me know he wasn’t okay with that plan. “Lydia’s bringing Richard, so I thought we could go there, too.” It was a lie. It had been all my idea in the first place, but he didn’t have to know that.

      Adam didn’t react to the information in any way but the change in his expression. I didn’t know what his silence meant, but I decided not to upset him for now by going into detail. Instead, I watched his perfect features concentrating on the traffic and his hands’ hold on the steering wheel becoming more tense. I was positive he would break it in two if he increased the pressure only a little more. He was apparently angry about my plans.

      I kept quiet for the rest of the way. He was taking the route to his place. The frozen town slid by the windows. Adam had the heater streaming hot air at me. He himself wore a light shirt under his open winter jacket. It made the difference between him and the rest of the world seem enormous again. He—the untouchable, indestructible immortal creature, immune to hot and cold, and me—the freezing little thing, unable to protect herself, falling into a dark hole, pulling everyone she loved down with her.

      At his place we went straight up to his room. The expression on his face was composed, the irritation seeming to have vanished—or it was buried behind the mask, I wouldn’t know. I dropped my bag on the beige couch beside the door and threw myself next to it a moment later. I was annoyed at myself for disgruntling him, and I was annoyed at my life for twisting into this complicated direction. I wasn’t annoyed at Adam though, he was just trying to make the best out of what was crushing down on us.

      I folded my arms and waited for Adam to settle down somewhere in the room. Instead he floated around the pieces of furniture as if he was trying to herd them like sheep. I was starting to imagine the chairs trotting together like a herd of lambs, but they remained still on the spots where they were placed. Adam on the other hand sat in one of them and finally stayed still for a while.

      The movement that had vanished from his body seemed to have transferred to his eyes, which were searching the room wildly. I couldn’t imagine what was going on in his head, but he should have started to sense the disturbance I felt by now.

      In the meantime I was actually starting to freak out. Adam showed obvious signs of distress but did not explain. I wondered if my suggesting the trip to the pool hall tonight had been enough of a catalyst to cause a reaction that intense.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked meekly, I didn’t want to egg him on, he already was a ticking time bomb. I just waited for the all consuming explosion.

      He breathed in and out slowly, his eyes finally locking on mine, rigid and green. “What do you think is wrong?” he answered in a dangerously low voice.

      I shrank back. He looked deadly. Less a heavenly creature than he ever had. Even when he had tried to ban his gifts from his life, when his eyes had been lackluster and gray, he had been a dovelike creature; gentle and somehow broken. What was playing in his every muscle now, in his expression, in his eyes, was different, not gentle, not heavenly. It was plainly inhuman and scary.

      “You’re angry,” I whispered, not trusting my voice, and measured his reaction. He nodded once—a quick motion—and continued to stare.

      “With me,” I concluded and felt bad for my naivety—how could I have thought this would work out after what had happened to Colina and my cat?

      The dark cloud of hopelessness enveloped me tightly. It was set then—no more normality in my life, no more fun—just being on the run, cautious. I felt like I was stumbling towards the edge and he was the only one who would be able to hold me back.

      Adam didn’t respond to my words this time. But he did to my feelings. Something lightened up in his eyes instead, a familiar glow. He relaxed ever so slightly and unfroze from where he sat. His eyes set mine free and I blinked to convince myself I had regained full power over them.

      “Sorry,” he purred. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” He glided over and sat down beside me, taking both my hands into his. “It’s just—you’re so precious to me, and you seem to simply not understand how dangerous it is to give them chances to attack.”

      “Why can I go to school then? There are as many people there as at the pool hall or in the streets …why school, but not the pool hall?”

      “It’s less likely the demons will infiltrate a school than a pool hall and other public places.”

      “Why did you take me to your mother’s concert then? That was public,” I challenged.

      “Not really. My father has known all the attending families for years now. I don’t think they are demons. Nobody knew you were going, except for me. There was practically no risk at all.”

      “Who would know I would be there tonight—except Amber and Lydia?” I countered.

      “Yes,” he admitted. “True, but you don’t know what kind of people will be there.”

      I didn’t get his argument. If it was really that bad, I shouldn’t go anywhere. It would be best if I didn’t exist at all.

      “I’m really sorry.” Adam apologized again. He seemed back to normal. “I have no idea what made me so angry.” He looked helpless.

      “I was thinking about you in the crowd at the bar—how they could come at you from every angle and how I wouldn’t be able to stop them.” He squeezed my hands and kissed them softly. His expression was more dovelike than ever. “I can’t lose you now.”

      “So we won’t go tonight?” It wasn’t really a question.

      “I think it’s better we don’t,” he breathed into the palms of my hands. “But if you would like to go there so badly, I would be a demon myself keeping you from it.” His brows knit together. “You need some normality, some fun, some life—” He talked more to himself. “It’s unnatural, the way you live, always in fear and never lighthearted like a normal teenager…” his voice trailed off.

      “I guess I lost the lightheartedness a few years ago, it’s nothing new, carrying the heavy with me—since my parents died—”

      He flinched at my words, maybe because he sensed the stabbing pain I felt whenever I thought about them, the emptiness.

      “You, too, seem to brood too much, by the way.” I pushed aside the dark thoughts and climbed onto his lap, one knee on each side, so that I was facing him, and then wound my hands around his, twining our fingers. He leaned back on the couch and eyed me with bemused eyes.

      “What are you doing?”

      I grinned girlishly. “What every normal girl in my position would do.” I bent down to kiss him, my lips gluing to his until our mouths became an inseparable unit. His breath accelerated and he let his tongue glide over my lower lip. The way he reacted to me made my body scream. I wanted him. Forget about pool, forget about demons—all I wanted, all I needed was right here. I could by no means be angry with him for his show earlier. It had just been him being worried about how all this would turn out. Whatever darkness was chasing us, right now he was all that mattered. A wave of desire washed over me and by the way he shuddered he must have felt it in double intensity—once for himself and once from me.

      Without ungluing from my lips he managed to open the buttons of my shirt and peel me out of it, his hands always urging and gentle. My fingers were shaking as they searched for the bottom of his shirt, I couldn’t get hold of it. He pulled away and slipped it over his head. His lips were a perfect line, representing a half-smile on a mouth that had to be kissed.

      Catching my emotion easily he reached round my body with his arms, pulling me very tight and crushing his lips back on mine. My head swirled and my heart flew at top speed. I lost track of time and place. I felt no gravity. Adam was the only thing I felt, his body on mine…His body on mine? When did that happen? My eyes flew open. The view hadn’t changed. Adam’s face so close, I couldn’t make out anything around it, but I felt something beneath my back, something soft.

      Adam back-pedaled as he sensed my confusion and laughed at my surprised face. “Sorry,” he mouthed, cautiously retreating from my body. I looked around, light-headed. We were lying on his bed, my head resting on one of the soft pillows. He had teleported us there, without a question. Adam was kneeling beside me, breath unsteady and face sheepish. “I didn’t mean to.”

      I had to laugh out loud and he watched me with eager eyes.

      “I love to see you smile,” he said, his face back to fervent. “It makes me sad how serious and dangerous your world is. I would give anything to make it safe again. I want you to be happy.” His voice was desperate.

      “I’m happy with you.” I told him, and then reached up to pull his face back to mine.

      He humored me with a few kisses, but didn’t let the fire flare the way he had before. He was all in control and I knew it was all I would get for now.

      “I love you,” I breathed and he placed one last kiss on my lips, gently.

      “You need to go out, you were right. Nobody knows you’re going out tonight, except for your friends, and they’re definitely not demons.”

      “Really?” I couldn’t believe my ears. If this was all it would take to get my way, I would use his guilty conscience a lot more in the future.

      “I feel responsible for your situation and I want to give you back some of your life.” He looked serious. “Let’s have some fun. It worked out last time with Jenna’s concert too. You’re right. I’ll be on the look out for you. Nothing will happen.”

      “That’s what I’m saying. We can’t be on the run all the time, live in fear they’ll strike again.” I was determined to not let him have second thoughts. “I want to share as much normality as possible with you—starting tonight.” My arms flung around his neck and hugged him, enthusiastic with the change of the evening plans.

      “It’s almost time,” Adam commented. “You’d better get dressed.” He chuckled at my shirt which still lay on the floor next to the couch. He vanished from the bed, turned up beside the couch, bent down to pick up my shirt and headed back to me, clutching it in his hands.

      “I think I should put on something more fitting.” Before I had finished the sentence he had wrapped his arms around me and I felt cold sensation and the loss of gravity and orientation again for a moment until my feet hit the floor in my room.

      “Take your time.” He flung himself on my bed and picked up a book from the bedside table while I browsed through my wardrobe.

      “The course of true love never did run smooth,” he quoted Shakespeare from a random page. “Guess he’s right.”

      I silently agreed and stripped out of my shirt. Adam watched me from behind the book, his face carrying a bewildered expression. “Your soul’s so beautiful,” he muttered.

      “What?” Had I heard correct?

      “Your soul is beautiful,” he repeated like he was wondering about his own words.

      “I heard what you said—I want to know what you meant.”

      “I’d like to know that, too,” he looked bewildered.

      “How can you see my soul?” I let my shirt fall to the ground.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never seen it before—nobody’s soul.” His eyes were fixed on me, though it seemed more like he was looking through me. They had an edge of hunger shining in them.

      I turned away, putting on a reddish purple v-neck shirt. When I slid my head out of it, I jumped. Adam was standing right in front of me with an undefinable gaze in his eyes, still seeming to look right through me.

      “Adam.” He didn’t react. “Adam!”

      His eyelids fluttered, like he was returning to reality from some intriguing dream. “Sorry, what did you say?”

      It was weird. “How can you see my soul?”

      “Uhm—I have no idea.” He watched me, strained, like he was searching for something. “It’s gone.”

      “My soul?”

      “I can’t see it anymore. It was there one moment and the other it was gone.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s still there, or I would have dropped dead, wouldn’t I?” I mocked.

      “Not your soul.” He hrmpfed. “The ability to see it. Could it be you’re the key?” he asked himself aloud. “—that you are the catalyst to all my abilities.” Now he focused back on me. “You are the one who made my wings spread, you are my catalyst. Whatever’s sleeping deep inside me, you’ll bring it out someday,” he was in awe, like that was something special, something desirable.

      “You may wonder,” he commented on my feelings, “but again I’m surprised by how special you are. I’ve seen a part of you that’s so pure.” He gazed into the distance for a while. “I love you.” He pulled my face up to kiss me.

      “I love you, too.” I was a little uneasy. How could he suddenly see souls? Was it just a one occasion thing or would I have to prepare for such dropouts becoming regular in the future? …If there still was a future.

      He stepped back from me, holding my hands, and looked at my shirt. “Nice. Ready?”

      “For what?”

      “Going back to my place.”

      “Sure,” I nodded and pulled myself against him. Gravity vanished and my sense of orientation was fooled for a few seconds, then I felt solid ground under my feet—the wooden floor of his room. We were standing beside the couch.

      “I’ve never thanked you for all the things you do for me.”

      He just smiled and kissed my forehead. “It’s the least I can do, it’s nothing.”

      “It’s what keeps us alive.”

      He held me tight to his chest speaking into my hair. “And Jaden’s been helping a lot. Basically he’s always in the right place at the right time—when you need protection.” He sighed. “I wish I would be there in time at least once—”

      My mind showed me a scene of Adam opposing some dark creatures in the attempt to protect me. I cringed away from the picture and pulled free from his arms. “You can’t—”

      “I’m not that breakable, Claire,” he reminded me. “As you might have noticed I’m quite strong and I can fly, and teleport. I get away—always.”

      “Always? Does that mean you’ve been attacked?” Plain hysteria welled up my throat. Adam looked away, confirming my worst suspicions with the gesture. “Why didn’t you tell me.”

      “I didn’t want to scare you more than necessary,” he defended himself.

      “More than necessary?” I was out of words. “I mean, you can go wherever you like, dangerous as it may be?” I hurled the words at him. “But I—I have to be babysat all the time. It’s unfair.”

      “Don’t be upset,” he tried to calm me. “I’m an angel, remember, I’m supposed to be able to take down a demon if necessary. But you are human. You’re easy prey for them unless you have someone looking after you—which is what, apart from Jaden, I’m doing.”

      I was scared and he would know it. I wanted him to. He should know how much he meant to me and how very irreplaceable he was in my life. I wanted it to radiate from every inch of my skin. It should envelope him and sink into every fiber of his body.

      His eyes flashed green and continued to glow for a while during which he just watched me intensely. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “It’s not me I’m worried about.” I gestured at him as to communicate that he was much more precious to me.

      “I can look after myself.” Seeing his broad shoulders and muscular arms I was sure no human being would hurt him easily, but I didn’t trust them to withstand the force of a demon. “Just don’t worry.”

      He shifted to his closet, pulled out a hoodie and put it on over his shirt. “Don’t want people to notice I’m indifferent to winter temperatures.” He winked at me and the heaviness was gone.

      

      “There’s one more thing before we go there,” he looked at me seriously.

      “Whatever you want,” I countered.

      He hesitated for a moment.

      “Spit it out,” I encouraged him.

      “Do you promise not to be upset with me?” He looked insecure and self-conscious.

      “Spill,” I ordered. I wondered what made him hesitate.

      “What did you do to your friend Gregory?” He looked sheepish, which made me feel awkward instantly.

      “I don’t know what you mean?” I lied knowing that it was hopeless to hide something from him. I was sure he had a fairly good idea of what had been going on between Gregory and me, but he was too much gentleman and therefore had avoided confronting me until now.

      “He was obviously angry at you last time I saw him, at the charity concert.” “Yeah, I know. It’s nothing. We just had a—a little disagreement,” I tried to downplay the whole thing.

      He eyed me disbelievingly. “That didn’t seem like nothing. He would have murdered you with his gaze if that was possible.”

      I thought back to the conversation with Gregory. It really had been hard, but because of my misbehavior

      “I gave him a wrong impression.”

      “On what?” Adam insisted.

      I sighed. “On what I feel for him. I went on a date with him after you turned me down because it was too dangerous for me to know things—” I made a face—as if that mattered now. “So, now it’s out. Come on—bawl me out.” I was waiting for him to storm down on me, but nothing happened.

      “You’re such a lovable thing.” He stroked my hair. “How stupid do you think I am?”

      “I don’t think you’re stupid,” I defended myself.

      “But you thought you could hide what was going on between the two of you.” He stated it as a fact and I had nothing to add to that. “I sensed how Gregory was into you the first time I saw him with you. I knew it was only a matter of time till he would try his luck when I sent you away. I have to admit I counted on that a little. I thought if you had a friend who would adore you as much as he did, you would think about it twice and give him a chance after some time.

      “I didn’t—in no way—expect that you would use him to punish me for leaving you, because that’s what you did.”

      I’d never thought about it this way, but being honest with myself—he was right. And I hope it hurt him as much as he hurt me, a voice inside my head added. I shook my head at it.

      “Seems like I was the catalyst here. I set you off and you set him off, and now you’re fighting with your best friend. I’m sorry you lost him because of my naivety.”

      Was he actually apologizing for my mistakes? “Shhh—” I told him. “It’s my fault—I was the one who let him think there was a way my feelings about you would change. But, to be honest, I only lied to myself. There’s nothing that could reverse what you touched in my heart.” His features melted into a dovelike smile. “And technically, I haven’t lost him. He has decided to not scream at me anymore, but tries to make it up somehow, I think.” I spared him the details of what had been going on and leaned into his arms instead.

      “I hope you two make up.” He sounded sincere. “In times like these you need all the friends you can get and he has been one of the good ones, hasn’t he?”

      I nodded into his shoulder, glad that he wasn’t angry with me.

      “Shall we go then?” He lifted me up in his arms and carried me downstairs, grabbed our jackets with one hand from the hook. Geoffrey opened the door for us with an amused smile playing on his lips and wished us a nice evening as Adam carried me past him and to his car. It was tempting to forget Damocles’s sword above our heads when he was all at ease and fun like this.
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      The pool hall was on the fourth floor of a high building in the middle of the town. Most of the floors above and below were offices. Amber, Lydia and Richard were waiting for us at the front door. I hadn’t seen Richard in a while. His hair had grown making him look younger.

      “How’s Ian?” I asked him while we waited for the elevator.

      “Fine,” he told me. “He’s missing your big sister, though. You know, always going on about her. I think this time they could really stand a chance with each other.”

      I laughed. “I hope so.” The elevator made a noise when it arrived and the doors slid open. All five of us stepped in together, Adam never leaving my side even for a second.

      From the moment we left the car he had been tense and cautious. I didn’t complain about it. Right the opposite—I was glad to have him with me. Now that we weren’t at home anymore, I couldn’t imagine why I wouldn’t want to be babysat, considering demons were on the loose. I felt almost safe with Adam at my side and if I was lucky Jaden would be somewhere near, watching over me, the way he was supposed to do as my guardian angel.

      Amber watched Adam standing close to me. I couldn’t read her expression. It was something between pleased and disapproving. I made a mental note to ask her later. Lydia on the other hand was totally absorbed in playing with Richard’s leather bracelet while holding his hand.

      The sound came again and the doors opened. We stepped out of the elevator and made our way through the crowd. People were playing at pool tables all over the room, others were chatting in groups of two or three. Amber led us to a table at the back of the room, where the music was lower.

      Lydia and Richard offered to get us drinks and I ordered a soda.

      “So, how are things going, Amber,” Adam asked her.

      “Not bad,” she answered, flashing one of her radiant smiles. I instantly felt insignificant beside her beauty. How could a human being look so damn good? I had gotten used to Adam’s inhumanly perfect features, I marvelled at them regularly, but Amber was only human, for crying out loud.

      “Did you get some feedback from one of the drama schools?” I threw into the conversation.

      “Funny you should ask,” she answered, her face lighting up even more than it had while watching Adam. “I got my admission letter from New York.” She beamed.

      “Amber, that’s great.” I hugged her. “Congratulations.”

      “Yeah, that’s actually awesome,” Adam joined in.

      “Thanks,” Amber continued, beaming brighter than the lights which flashed across the room. Lydia and Richard returned that moment with the drinks.

      “What did we miss?” Lydia asked.

      “Amber’s going to New York,” I spilled.

      “Got my admission letter today,” Amber added.

      “Oh my gosh,” Lydia screamed and almost spilled the drinks as she hugged Amber “That’s so cool.”

      I was so glad that the lives of my friends turned out to be good. Lydia had Richard who was caring and seemed to really be serious about her, Amber was going to study acting and drama in New York. All I wanted now was for Gregory to find someone so he would forget what he felt for me. I wanted them all to be happy, and safe.

      I watched them cheering at each other, their faces full of laughter and easiness as they stood around the pool table. That was how it should be.

      I sat down on the couch beside the table and Adam sat down beside me, eying me from the side. His body tensed next to mine. I looked around for the source of his irritation but couldn’t find any. He was looking straight at me—maybe I was the source.

      “What’s wrong now?” I murmured without looking at him, not intending it to be loud enough for anyone to hear. Adam laughed sourly. Of course, with his supernatural senses he had heard me.

      “Hello there,” a velvet female voice addressed us. Adam’s eyes closed and he massaged the bridge of his nose with his fingers.

      “Maureen,” I read from his lips, as it was too low for me to hear it. I turned around and looked at her ivory face, framed by a mane of bluish black hair. Her big eyes held a half amused, half irritated expression as she eyed me from above.

      “What do you want this time?” Adam asked her sarcastically, flashing his green eyes open and fixing her with a disapproving look. His already tense body stiffened a little more.

      “What I always want,” she pouted. Her head tilted to one side, making the curtain of black hair swing back over her shoulder. Her eyes tightened slightly before she lifted her lashes and looked at Adam from under them seductively. Her mouth twitched up a little at one corner. “You.”

      This girl really had nerve, coming here, telling him this. I looked at her, taking in her appearance. Without a doubt she was pretty. Her body was perfect and she balanced her weight on high heels like there was nothing easier in the world. Her slender long legs were stuck in tight black jeans and her shirt gave a pretty good idea about the proportions of her torso. I noticed that a large proportion of the male audience was gaping at her.

      She waited for an answer for a few seconds, then placed her hand in Adam’s hair, stroking his head and sliding over his cheek lightly. I felt jealous little thoughts infiltrate my head.

      Adam pulled his head away and drew back a little. “I told you a hundred times, Maureen, I don’t love you.”

      “See, that’s the problem, Adam—” She purred, angelic. “—I do.”

      “Don’t start again,” Adam shook his head, “I told you, it’s over and nothing you do is going to change that.”

      “It’s because of her, isn’t it?” She turned her attention to me, her mouth still a perfect pout, but her eyes showing a tiny hint of maliciousness. “I don’t understand you,” she purred at Adam, and then at me. “You’re an ordinary little thing.” The malicious hint spread over her whole face for a brief second.

      “Leave Claire out of this,” Adam intervened harshly.

      “Oh, worried about her, are we?” Her purr had become a cold evil melody that didn’t match the overly friendly smile under her malicious eyes, which she directed back at me.

      Her gaze incapacitated me.

      “It’s none of your business,” Adam snarled at her. “Can you just go, please?” It sounded like the last word cost him a lot of effort. I gave him an approving look. Yes, I wanted her to go away, to just disappear. Her presence made me cold and uncomfortable. The way she looked at me, like I was Adam’s little toy that she could lock up in a drawer whenever he had been naughty.

      “Is there a problem?” It was a familiar voice which came from behind me. Instinctively I slid back on the couch a few inches towards the source of the voice. A hand touched my shoulder from behind and rested there, fingers squeezing it.

      “Jaden,” I breathed, relieved.

      “Hello Claire,” Jaden whispered into my ear bending down for a second. “Hello Adam.”

      Adam nodded at him, “Jaden.” His expression was unreadable.

      “Mhh,” Maureen purred, obviously pleased with what she saw behind me. “You haven’t introduced me to your friend.” She laughed a girlish laugh at me. “How impolite of you. I’m Maureen,” she held out her hand to Jaden who didn’t lift his from my shoulder to shake hers. Instead he greeted her in a very polite tone.

      “Good evening, Maureen. It’s nice to meet you.” I couldn’t tell if his face matched his melody, but Maureen gave him a flirty look.

      Everything in my body screamed dangerous, though I couldn’t really relate it to a special reason. Maybe it was her evil eyes or the way she flirted with Adam and now Jaden, too. I simply hated everything about her, especially that she was after Adam. I hated how perfect she moved, how seductively she shifted her weight from leg to leg, not looking unbalanced once, how her black hair shone in the dim light and how her figure caught the attention of almost every man in the room. She was a relationship’s nightmare, simply by her appearance.

      I also didn’t like the way Adam glared at Jaden behind me, like he was seeing danger there, too.

      “I’d really love to stay, gentlemen, but I think I have more important things to take care of right now.” She looked at Jaden for a second and then gave Adam a long, intense gaze, like she was trying to challenge him to follow her. He shifted in his seat, and for a brief second I thought he was going to stand up and go with her, but he stayed, looking uncomfortable and torn.

      Maureen gave me a last malicious smile. “Claire.” She nodded like she wanted to be polite and then stalked away towards another room and out of sight.

      “I’m sorry about that,” Adam moved closer on the couch, taking my hand. I felt Jaden’s fingers leave my shoulder and turned around slowly, to thank him. When I turned my head, he was gone.

      “Where is he?” I asked Adam a little confused.

      “Seems like he headed off.”

      “Without saying goodbye?”

      “Hm—” Adam watched my eyes search the room for Jaden, but he was definitely not there anymore. I saw Amber, Lydia and Richard playing at the pool table. The three of them seemed to not have noticed anything.

      “Shall we join them?” I suggested, trying to shake off the bitter taste of the situation.

      “Sure.” He shrugged, not taking his eyes off me. “How can you be so calm?” he asked, bemused.

      “I’m not calm,” I admitted.

      “But I don’t sense any distress from you?” his forehead creased. “How do you do it?”

      “I’m not doing anything,” I defended myself. It was true, I wasn’t doing a thing to keep my feelings to myself. He must have sensed how uneasy I had felt with his ex-girlfriend eying me like I was nothing.

      “I just sense you, without any special feelings radiating off you.” He shook his head and closed his eyes, concentrated. “Strange,” he muttered.

      “Maybe you were just too distracted by her,” I suggested cattily, not wanting to go any deeper into the topic. “Don’t worry.”

      “Yes, maybe you’re right,” he smiled. “Let’s get back to normal then?” he asked and pulled me to my feet, his head gesturing towards the other three.

      “May we join you?” He asked Amber.

      She nodded and we teamed up, the three girls against the two boys. Adam and Richard got along well.

      Lydia was pretty good at pool, I noticed; but Amber and I sucked.

      “Careful, that’s not supposed to be used as a weapon,” Richard joked when Amber pushed one of the pool balls hard and it jumped off the table towards Lydia.

      Adam snickered away behind him as he watched Amber and me failing shot after shot. Lydia tried to keep up our spirits.

      “Come on, try. I can’t do it on my own—and they deserve to lose.” She winked at us, fuelling our motivation a bit. Our team became a bit better with every new game we played, but in the end Adam and Richard had a great time winning against us again and again until we finally gave up and let the two winners play against each other for a game. We sat down at a small table near the boys.

      It was easy to forget Adam wasn’t human when he blended in as perfectly as he did now. Nobody would suspect anything. The only thing suspicious about his behavior was the accuracy of his aim. It was a little bit too professional. I found myself forgetting about Maureen, Jaden and the demons. The moment felt normal and good—actually, I was having fun, even if I didn’t win against my heavenly boyfriend. I sipped from my nearly empty glass and wished this moment would last for a while.

      It was predictable that it wouldn’t. Not even these rare moments were meant for me. When I got to my feet to get another soda from the bar I noticed that someone was following me. I took a little detour to be sure I wasn’t paranoid, but my follower shadowed my every move. At the bar I squeezed between a girl and a broad shouldered man and attracted the attention of the bartender.

      “A soda, please,” I ordered and he headed off to pour my drink.

      I looked around, afraid that my shadow had come too close. It was a man around forty, blond shoulder-long hair pulled up in a pony tail. I looked back to the pool tables trying to catch Adam’s eye, but he was out of sight; so were the others. They would be absorbed in their game.

      The man eyed me critically and then turned around and headed away. Relieved, I paid for my drink and headed back to the others. I didn’t bother Adam with the incident—maybe the man hadn’t been after me at all. I wouldn’t have been surprised if I actually had become paranoid after all that had happened. I placed the glass on the table with the others.

      “I’ll be back in a minute,” I told them and headed for the bathroom. This time nobody followed me. I put the former incident down as paranoia and opened the door to the bathroom.

      It was a neat little room with three further doors, leading to the cubicles—all free. I washed my hands and face to refresh myself. The cool water was soothing on my wrists and the skin of my face. I let the droplets of water dry on it with closed eyes, relaxing and breathing.

      “Are you really that stupid, to wander off alone,” a tenor voice asked into the silence. I jumped and my eyes flew open looking straight into the mirror.

      A pale face looked back at me, long ash-blond hair framing it, eyes wide open with fright. I recognised it as my own. But behind my shoulder another familiar face stared at me. I stared back into his, frozen in place. His face was a mask, unreadable, the blond ponytail still dangling left and right from his last movement. Apart from that, he was still and noiseless, he didn’t even seem to breathe.

      No matter how much I wanted to, I couldn’t move, and I didn’t think it would help that much if I tried. I just waited for what was about to come.

      “Sorry, that was rude. I should introduce myself,” he indicated a bow. His features still a mask as his head inclined with the too fluent movement. “I’m Volpert. And you’re Claire.” He held out his hand.

      I didn’t move, frozen in place.

      “Now, that’s rude of you,” he accused. “Hasn’t anybody taught you manners?”

      I just stared at his reflection in the mirror coming closer. The way his lips pulled up at the corners for a moment in a surreal twitch, made his face look even more a mask—a mask of evil.

      “I hate one way conversations,” Volpert told me with false sadness in his eyes. “You know, you give away so much about yourself and the other doesn’t grant you insight into her mind at all.” He shook his head. “Frustrating.” He walked around me so he faced me, and my eyes snapped on his. They were a steely gray, cold and hard.

      “Frustrating and boring.” He eyed me from every angle as he circled me in the small room without touching me once. “You had better warm up a little. If you don’t speak to me, I don’t see a reason to let you live.” At the last sentence he pulled up one corner of his mouth in an apologetic gesture. Nevertheless, his voice was deadly.

      The tone let me unfreeze.

      “What do you want?” I asked into the small room, desperate.

      “Hear, hear, the girl owns a voice.” The second corner of his mouth pulled up into an amused sneer. “And such a beautiful voice it is.” He reached out a hand as if he was about to touch my throat with the tips of his outstretched fingers, an edge of greed in his eyes, but pulled it back before he made contact with my skin. His eyes snapped back onto my face.

      “What do I want,” he repeated my question, making it sound like he was musing, letting a cloud of silence swallow him for a moment.

      “I want many things, Claire,” he continued thoughtfully. “For example, I want a new suit.” He looked down at his body, my eyes following his unwillingly. He wore a perfect black suit, a black shirt with a black tie underneath it. One of the sleeves had been patched up with some other material, like someone had torn out a piece and replaced it with another fabric. A silver amulet was dangling from his neck, resting on the tie. I had seen those before on the demons that had attacked me a few weeks ago. “I want a mansion in Florence. I want to kill you.” He laughed darkly.

      My heart accelerated and adrenalin rushed through my veins, preparing for the upcoming fight which I knew was already lost.

      “You see, I want many things.” He finished his circle around me, coming to a halt in front of me. “Lucky you, it’s not about what I want—not today.”

      I inhaled deeply and refocused on the conversation. As long as I kept him talking he wouldn’t kill me.

      “What is it about then?” I asked, trying to buy some time in the hope that either Adam or Jaden would notice my absence and come to my aid.

      “You ask too many questions instead of giving answers.” He folded his arms and leaned back against the wall next to the basin.

      “You didn’t ask me anything,” I pushed out between my teeth.

      “Cheeking me, are you?” He lifted one eyebrow, amazed. “So I’ll ask you something.” He played with his amulet. “How come you always get away?”

      “I don’t,” I hissed, “not this time.”

      Volpert seemed amused by my feeble resistance. “That’s not an answer to my question.”

      “I don’t know—guess I’m just lucky.” I tried again.

      Volpert eyed me silently, tilting his head to one side. “You’re not lucky, I know that much. You carry a mark. I want you to tell your angel to join us for a little chat.”

      “What’s a mark?” I acted stupid, hoping he wouldn’t notice, trying to distract him.

      “The mark an angel left on you when he first spread his wings. Come one, don’t act stupid.”

      We had been in there for around ten minutes, it would be only a matter of time until somebody would enter the bathroom and I would get a chance to escape. I only needed to get through the bathroom door so I would have people around me and I could ask for help, or simply scream for Adam. I was pretty sure the demon wouldn’t slaughter me in a room with other people around—neither would he hurt Adam there. As far as I knew, demons were committed to keeping a low profile, just as angels were.

      “Speak,” he ordered, quiet and deadly.

      “You must have the wrong person.” I tried to look fierce.

      “No. You know exactly what I am or you would have tried to escape. You know your human feet wouldn’t carry you to the door before I could react and take you down. You didn’t look too surprised, seeing a man in the ladies’ room. All I saw in your eyes was the cold fear you should feel, recognizing me for what I am.”

      I shuddered, the hair on my neck standing.

      “I suppose you got our warnings?” He laughed darkly.

      Images of Colina’s dead body and Nigel’s twisted furry shape flashed through my mind.

      “I see, you got them.” He watched me closely. “I think you should really call your boyfriend now,” he suggested in a commanding tone, stepping closer, back straight and posture threatening. I could smell his cologne, some designer fragrance; it matched his suit.

      I backed away one step without taking my eyes off him. “I’m sorry, I—just can’t.”

      “This means you prefer to die in his place,” he commented on my statement. His voice was still perfectly polite but he flashed his teeth in a malicious smile. “Good for me.” He lifted his foot to take another step closer. “Your angel will suffer alongside you anyway. I already told them we should have killed you the first time right away, but they wouldn’t listen. Always the same,” he mused aloud, “enslave, not kill—

      “But it’s good you refuse this simple request—it means we’ll have a little fun together before you die. And so we will with your friends and with your angel afterwards.” One of his hands reached out for me and I felt hot pain sear down my spine. It made my knees give way and I crushed against the wall with my back, screaming out in pain.

      “Oh, does it hurt?” he asked with faked concern. “I wouldn’t have to do this if you were just a little cooperative, dear.” His smile was gloating.

      “By the way, have you talked to your sister lately? If you don’t start opening up a little, I think I will have to send somebody to take care of her, too.” He lifted his hand again, sending new tremors through my pained spine. My eyes rolled back in my head and I groaned with pain.

      “Do that again, and I swear to God I will tear you apart.”

      I blinked as I heard Volpert shift in surprise at the new participant in this little bathroom get-together.

      “Nice of you joining us,” Volpert greeted the newcomer with false enthusiasm. “You can join the queue, it’ll be your turn right after she dies.”

      “Definitely not,” Jaden hissed at the demon, and something white radiated from his lifted hand. It hit Volpert’s chest, and he sank to the floor.

      “Claire, can you stand up?” Jaden asked, pulling me up by one arm. “We need to get out of here. He’ll be incapacitated for a few minutes. Get Adam and run. The others will be safe as long as they’re in public and far away from you and Adam.” I stumbled to my feet, my legs unstable at every step, and he opened the bathroom door for me only as much as I needed to slip through. He stayed back with the unconscious demon.

      As I almost fell into the bar, a man helped me stabilize myself.

      “Hey there, are you okay?” he asked as he pulled me upright with two strong hands.

      “I’m fine, thank you—lost balance.” I shrugged. “Clumsy.”

      He accepted my explanation and I hurried on.

      Amber and Lydia had joined the guys’ game, Lydia playing with Richard and Amber with Adam, as I rounded the corner darting towards them. Adam was the first to notice me. His face instantly turned into a mask as he looked at me.

      “We have to get away—quick,” I said in a low voice while I headed for them, trying to look as normal as possible. I hoped he would hear me over the background noise and music, because no human ears would have ever heard that, even if they had been right next to me.

      My heart lifted a little as he nodded to himself, stiffly. Nobody noticed our silent conversation.

      While I was still walking he pulled out his cell phone and looked at it, typing something. I reached the pool table the moment he pushed it back into his pocket.

      “Sorry, my brother just sent me a text message. They need me at home. I think I should get going immediately.” I blinked at his easy lie and was pleased to see that Richard checked his watch. It was past ten.

      “I think we’ll stay for another game,” he announced. “What do you think?" Lydia nodded and Amber rolled her eyes.

      “But only if you let us win,” she flashed at Richard as she and Lydia teamed up.

      “Not very likely.” Richard put all the pool balls back onto the table. “See you two.” He waved and I quickly hurried over to give all three of them a brief hug.

      “I love you guys,” I said to Amber and Lydia as I waved at them one last time before I turned around to face Adam.

      Adam was already waiting with my jacket in his hands, holding it out for me. I slid into it, putting a lot of effort into keeping the expression on my face calm as I felt sheer panic well up inside me.

      We walked out towards the elevator. Pressing the button, I turned to Adam, whose mask had burst into fully displayed worry.

      “Listen,” I told him, locking his gaze with my eyes. “One of the demons showed up in the bathroom. He threatened to kill us all. Jaden knocked him out for a few minutes, but I don’t know how long it will be exactly.

      “The others will be safe here in the crowd, but we have to get away as quickly as possible—we have to hide.”

      Adam’s eyes grew wider as I spoke, but I just went on, ignoring it. I needed to get out the facts as quickly as possible.

      “Let’s take the elevator down and be off.” I lowered my voice as some people walked past us. “We can teleport from there.”

      Adam nodded, his face exasperated. It had been less than a minute when we stepped into the elevator. The doors closed. Adam grabbed my hand and closed his eyes—nothing. Just the solid floor of the elevator.

      “What’s wrong, Adam?" I asked, fear making blood surge in my chest.

      “I can’t teleport." His eyes widened, mirroring my feeling.

      He closed his eyes again, strain in his features—still nothing.

      “They must have locked us in." My voice was shrill. I remembered vividly the moments at the demons’ house. “We are trapped."

      My fingers raced towards the panel and I struggled to press the down button.

      “We are moving up. Why are we moving up?"

      Adam looked at me for a brief second, then pressed the button for the next floor. The elevator didn’t stop. It was racing upwards, ignoring everything we did.

      The sound of the door opening startled me. It was half a minute after we had stopped. I pressed the down button several times again in the hope to make it move. Nothing happened. Adam stepped out and I followed him cautiously. We were on the top floor. Across the room, there was a metal staircase upwards. A sign with an arrow pointing up said emergency exit.

      I stumbled towards the stairs without thinking, trying to hold back the tears that were forcing their way out of my eyes and down my cheeks. My feet carried me away from the elevator and up the filthy metal stairs which presumably led to the roof of the building.

      Heavy footfalls drew nearer as I reached the first turn of the staircase. I knew their rhythm so well by now I didn’t have to turn around to know who was following me.

      I hurried further up towards the deep red colored door that was only twenty steps ahead.

      “Claire!” I heard him call. His voice was pleading.

      I sped up, trying to reach the door before him. I wanted to get out, to think. I needed to get my head clear.

      It was delusional to think I could be fast enough. His footfalls were right behind me before I could touch the handle and push the door open.

      My nerves were so tense that I waited for them to burst under the force. Adam put one arm around my shoulder, trying to comfort me, but I shrugged it off. I didn’t want to feel anything right now.

      “What is it, Claire?” Adam asked with his velvet voice. I just continued to recoil from him.

      “You were right.” I told him. “We shouldn’t be together.”

      His wide eyes stared at me, pained.

      “It would be better for both of us. But I can’t keep myself from loving you. I hate myself for not being able to let go of you.”

      “I can’t either,” he tried desperately. “We shouldn’t be apart. I thought we agreed on that?” He stroked my face with one hand and I warmed up towards him, remembering why he was all that mattered, why I loved him, his gentle personality, his supernatural gifts and his beautiful body.

      “Yes, we did.” I grabbed his hand and kissed the palm. “Sorry for panicking.”

      “It’s okay,” he reassured me.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I said and pushed the red iron door open with both hands.

      It happened so fast that I could merely feel my back crashing against the wall at the top of the stairs. Adam had slid past me and threw me back into the stairwell. “Don’t move,” he whispered with an alert expression in his face.

      At first I gasped for breath, numb with the pain in my back and frozen in shock. Adam jumped out onto the roof and threw the door shut behind him. It squealed and bounced once before it came to rest with a small gap left open, that allowed me a restricted view of what was going on on the roof.

      Adam was standing with his back towards the door, his posture showing his distress. On the other end of the roof three shadows were moving. Their shapes became more distinct as they came closer. Two of them were men with heavily muscled arms, both of them tall and dark haired. They were followed closely by a smaller man I recognized—Volpert.

      Adam shifted a few steps to the right. I could see his profile now. His face mirrored the fear I felt creeping up my back.

      As the three men drew nearer I could see their features. All of them wore slightly bemused sadistic expressions, like they had just found a naughty child stealing candy and were now looking forward to executing the punishment. I wanted to call out to Adam, and tell him to hide, but it was too late. They were heading in his direction, one steady step after the other. Every time their feet touched the ground in a synchronised movement the gravel under their soles creaked like it was tortured. Finally they came to a halt in the center of my vision.

      “It was not easy to find you—and to catch you on your own.” Volpert spoke in a voice so cold it made the air in my lungs freeze. “But your little toy-girl helped us without knowing—stupid thing. I wouldn’t have killed her earlier, I have something worse planned for her. That was just to make her panic and make her get you to leave—so we could lure you out. It’s so easy to fool humans. Too easy, almost.”

      Adam shifted again. His body tensed and his eyes wandered across the roof to check if there were more than three of them.

      My heart was hammering in my chest so loudly I wasn’t sure it wouldn’t give me away. Relax, I told myself and tried to breath more evenly. How could I have been so stupid? It was my fault Adam was up here on this roof. But on the other hand I had never been sure how much longer we could evade them, trick them, and finally here they stood.

      I wouldn’t have needed to see their amulets to know what all three of them were, I knew it from the way they moved without communicating—like a choreography. Each step was perfect, each motion graceful, lethal. The area around them seemed darker than the already dark night, like they carried a shadow with them which coated their shapes in black. And still, I could see their faces. Their eyes were too focused and stared, unblinking, in a way that was anything but human. The way they acted, reminded me of the first three I’d seen, the evening when Jaden had saved my life. Like they were hunting.

      I was surprised at how many details I noticed considering that I was hiding behind a now thin and fragile seeming metal door. But even more fragile was the person whose voice carried across the roof now.

      “What do you want?” The voice was clear and steady. It belonged to Adam. He had straightened his posture and taken a step towards the three lethally grinning demons.

      “What we all want,” Volpert said with a deadly look on his face. All bemusement was gone. He took a step forward and his black suit appeared between the two men. “Destiny fulfilled.” He turned to the men and nodded once. “You know what to do.”

      They lifted their arms, synchronised, the palms of their hands pointing towards Adam. And then, so fast I couldn’t be sure I hadn’t imagined it, two silver rays flashed across the roof, brightening the surroundings dramatically. They made Adam’s skin look unnaturally white when they hit him in the chest.

      Adam stumbled a few steps backwards. Every move seemed to hurt him. It was only seconds before his wings tore his shirt apart as they spread, feathery white. The light in his eyes burned and he seemed to radiate from inside. His steps were unsteady.

      My heart broke into a run. As quickly as it had appeared, the light started to fade from his eyes like blood flowing from a wound. They had hit him critically.

      Everything happened so quickly. Adam turned to look at me when his feet slid across the edge of the roof and he started to fall backwards.

      A scream froze in my throat and my body became immobile. I wanted to run and catch him, but my limbs wouldn’t move. My eyes focused on his face. His lips moved feebly, mouthing what seemed to be I love you. I met his eyes for a second, trying to tell him I loved him, too—more than my life—but then they rolled to the back of his head, and he fell into the darkness, his wings flowing limply beside him.

      I waited for the thud, hoping it would never come. But it did come.

      Adam would be lying on the ground, nine floors below, from where my numb body was petrified against the wall.

      Some part inside me cracked apart, leaving me in mortal agony. My reality shifted, and hot tears welled up and seared down my cheeks, drenching the strands of hair that framed my face. Adam …

      

      The sky was a shade of grayish black. I had become completely numb since Adam had fallen. I didn’t know what time it was nor how long I had been sitting there when the feeling started to return to my body. I was shaking with cold and pain. My body was stiff, my spine still feeling like it was on fire. I couldn’t feel my face. I lifted one hand with great effort and touched my cheek. It was ice cold. The wet hair in my face was starting to freeze to my skin. My hand fell back to my side limply

      Now that the numbness was beginning to lift the pain doubled. I felt every inch of my body revolt against what was sinking in. A picture of Adam stumbling over the edge of the roof kicked my heart from within, and the flow of tears began to work its way down my cheeks once more. The tears burned my frozen skin like boiling water. Icy air was constantly flowing in through the door, making me shiver all over.

      The demons had left without looking back. As fast as they had turned up, they had disappeared into black nothingness. No way anyone could have noticed what had happened on this very roof tonight. It was the highest building in the area and we had been alone up there.

      I heard noises from somewhere below me in the building; loud voices screaming orders, and the elevator moving up and down. Somebody must have heard him crashing down and then seen the body lying on the ground. Now they seemed to be making their way up to the roof.

      A small voice in my head told me to get away from here. It wouldn’t be wise if anyone found me on the roof—they would ask questions I had no answer to.

      There was no way I would make it out through the building, so there were only two options left. Either there was a fire escape somewhere going down from this roof, or the second option—jump after Adam. I wanted to.

      The thought of his name made me shudder and the tears flow more wildly. They didn’t ebb away this time. They flowed and I sobbed out of control at the unbearable emptiness that filled me.

      I had to get away, the voice reminded me. Reluctantly I tried to drag myself upright and search for a way to escape, but my body was heavy. It neither moved nor steadied itself—no matter how much effort I put into it, it stayed limp.

      Giving up on my immobilized and tired body I handed myself over to fortune and let my head fall back against the wall, closing my eyes over the constant stream of tears.

      

      “Claire.” The soft voice came from directly in front of my face. Warm breath flowed onto my cheeks as it spoke. “Claire, wake up.” The voice urged. It was low and anxious.

      “You can’t sleep, Claire,” it told me. Two hands grabbed my shoulders and shook my body. I couldn’t respond. All my strength was consumed.

      The hands let go of my shoulders. I felt my back slide over the cold wall behind as I fell to one side and finally my side and head hit the floor hard. The pain was dull.

      “Claire, please.” The voice was desperate. A hand stroked my head and then slid under my neck and shoulders, a second hand lifted my knees and my body rolled into a pair of arms. They felt like the distant memory of a touch. “Don’t worry, Claire,” the voice whispered in my ear. “I’m here, I’ve got you. I’ll take care of you.”

      I suddenly felt weightless and lost what little orientation I had left. Something warm and soft pressed against my hair before I blacked out completely.
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      The blackness lifted from my mind. I needed a few moments to reconstruct my memory and then I wished the blackness would return. My body twitched uncomfortably, bringing back the ache in my spine and the numbness in my limbs. My head hurt like my skull was split. It pulsated angrily against the upcoming images. I closed my inner eye in the hope to shut them out, but they replayed, merciless, in an endless loop. Adam being hit, Adam stumbling back, Adam falling with limp wings. Wet tears streamed from beneath my closed eyelids.

      “Claire,” the voice asked. “Are you awake?”

      I didn’t respond, not trusting myself to be able to handle what was lying ahead.

      “Can you hear me, Claire?”

      I could. I tried to make myself respond, but the crack in my soul agonized me with every thought I phrased in my head. I twitched again at the singing pain that radiated through my body.

      A warm hand touched my cheek, stroking it with soft fingertips. “I’m here,” the voice said, “Come around when you’re ready.”

      I moved my head without thinking, melting into the touch. It felt familiar, as did the voice.

      “Claire,” the voice tried again. This time I nodded in response, rubbing my cheek deeper into the palm. The movement was too much, and I slipped.

      I was screaming at the top of my voice, scared by both the pain and my voice. It sounded inhuman, distorted. I fought against the last weight of numbness in my limbs and finally broke free. I struggled with my arm like I could fight off the pain with the movement. It didn’t work. Two hands gripped my forearms firmly, holding them down. Everything grew even more intense instead, as my eyes flew open at a command of the voice.

      “Open your eyes, Claire,” it urged.

      I sat upright in my bed, in my room, my eyes wandering wildly across the walls.

      “Focus,” the voice commanded. “Look at me.”

      I tried very hard, and after a while I managed to gain control over my eyes. I focused and finally looked into a pair of eyes.

      “Adam—” The word slipped from my mouth.

      The golden eyes were staring back at me.

      “I’m afraid, I’m not,” he said in a broken voice. “Jaden—remember.” He pointed at himself.

      My head stung, but worse than the physical pain was the agony that seemed to have hooked into my soul and was now slowly slicing my insides apart.

      “I know who you are,” I snapped, unable to control myself. “What happened?” At this moment something seemed to pierce my heart. I screamed out loud in pain and let my torso fall back onto the pillows, breathing in and out, hoping that it would end.

      “You must be in horrible pain.” Jaden noticed.

      I groaned under the torment of my whole body.

      “Painkillers won’t help with this type of pain, I’m so sorry,” he apologized for something that wasn’t his fault. “I could try to heal you a little more.” He placed his hand on my head and the other on my shoulder and closed his eyes.

      Nothing happened. I was still breathing through the pain as good as possible.

      He noticed and pulled his hands back. “I’m sorry. I’ve already healed as much as possible. The remaining pain is not in your body—it’s in your heart and in your soul.”

      “What happened?” I repeated between gritted teeth.

      His face fell. “Adam’s dead.” He eyed me cautiously as he spoke the words.

      I nodded to show him I remembered.

      “I found you on the roof, half-frozen, your soul slipping away.” His face was grave. “If I hadn’t found you, you would have been dead by the time the humans made it to the roof.”

      I flinched as my heart was stabbed again. “Why didn’t you let me die?”

      He shot me a shocked look. “Don’t say such a thing.”

      “I wouldn’t be suffering now, if you had just let me die.” I forced the information onto him and choked at the pain that seared through my body. How could my torn soul hurt physically?

      Jaden shrank back from my words. “I could never let you die.” He smiled angel-like, and I remembered why he would say he couldn’t—he was my guardian angel, and it was his job to watch out for me. Letting me die, just because I wanted to would count as an extreme negligence of his duties.

      “Can’t you make me black out, like you did at the demon’s house?” I asked him between stabbing feelings in my chest.

      “I could, but this also just eases pain that comes from a physical source. It incapacitates you and makes it feel more dreamlike, but not any better,” he explained.

      “Go away then,” I shouted at him, like it was all his fault, unable to control my emotions in the waves of searing pain that shot through my veins. On the contrary—it was my fault. I had urged Adam to leave the pool hall with me. I had lured him out that evening in the first place. My fault. My pain. It was righteous.

      “I am not going anywhere,” he told me, his voice fierce and gentle. “I’m going to stay with you until you get better.”

      “Am I going to be better?” I asked, hopeful. His eyes showed a sadness I had never seen there before. I remembered his words. And if you can’t protect the mark he’ll be enslaved or killed, whatever they find will hurt him more. You will go insane over the loss and I will go insane with you. I could see some difference in his golden brown eyes. They looked haunted. I wondered whether this was a reflection of what he was perceiving from me.

      “The first shock should be over in a few hours. At least the physical pain should stop.”

      I sucked in a breath. “What time is it?” I asked into the half-light.

      “Five o’clock in the evening.”

      I groaned in pain and sat up to stretch my spine in the hope of easing the ache a little. It didn’t help. Tears brimmed over my eyes, and I sobbed uncontrollably.

      “Come here,” he opened his arms for me, and I felt a yearning to sink into them. I leaned in, and he closed them around me, pulling me tight to his chest.

      I clawed my fingers into his shoulders when the pain got unbearable, trying not to scream. He never flinched. He just held me tight in his arms.

      Pain seared up and down my spine, my head hurt and my heart felt like several daggers were piercing through it at the same time, but my brain seemed to start working normally again.

      Trying to prevent my head from replaying Adam’s death over and over again, I distracted myself by imagining how my agony would feel to Jaden. Was he as close to snapping as I was?

      Whenever I twitched Jaden stroked my back or my head, pulling me tighter. It was good not to be alone.

      After a few minutes of tremors going through my body, Jaden sat back against the headboard of my bed and pulled me with him, so I could stretch my back. He kept his arms wound tightly around my body, not fearing my screams, enduring my nails biting into his skin when I couldn’t help it. I felt them digging through his skin with all the force of the pain tearing at my insides, and felt warm liquid trickling down his arm, running through my fingertips.

      I looked down to see what it was and couldn’t bring myself to care as I saw blood dripping from his arm onto my bed. My fingers let go of his arm and the blood stopped flowing and the skin closed over the wounds.

      Another wave of hot pain rolled through my veins, and my hands closed around his arms again and dug deep into his flesh. He flinched ever so slightly, but didn’t complain; he pulled me even tighter instead.

      It took hours for the pain to cease a little. My agonized heart didn’t feel better though. My throat was sore from screaming, and it was only after my spine stopped burning and my head didn’t pulsate, that I fell asleep.

      It was bright daylight when I woke up. The curtains in my room had been drawn shut, and the room was half lit by the cold rays of the gray seeming sun. My head was resting on Jaden’s chest, his chin leaning on my head. He was breathing evenly.

      “You’re finally awake.” His head lifted from mine.

      I pulled out of his embrace and rolled on my back. My insides pained me, like someone had knotted them with barbed wire. I tried to remember why Jaden was lying in my bed and quickly pulled out the memories.

      “Thank you,” I murmured. He smiled in return.

      “You know, I’ll have to call Jenna and Chris,” I dreaded.

      “Yes, you should.”

      “Do they know, already?” The wire pulled tighter around my heart.

      “Yes, they called earlier,” he told me. “They wanted to tell you what happened.”

      “They don’t know I was there?” I was hopeful, at least that would mean they wouldn’t think I murdered him—although it felt like that. The wire pierced my insides.

      “No,” he reassured me. “But the official story’s not easy to handle.”

      “What is it?”

      “The police think it was suicide.”

      That hurt. Adam would never have killed himself, I knew that. I hoped Jenna and Chris coped.

      “They think it’s most likely. Young man coming from a rich family, frustrated with life—at least that’s what they’re putting up.”

      “Didn’t they find his wings?” I asked meekly. “I saw him spread them as he fell.” The picture flashed to my mind, bringing up only a few tears. My body was emptied of tears and now my eyes burned red, missing the liquid.

      “No, angel-wings turn into ashes when an angel dies. The wind blew the ashes away—nobody noticed.”

      “And the torn shirt?”

      “No idea,” Jaden admitted. “I tried to catch up on the news, but I stayed here with you most of the time—I don’t know everything.”

      I rubbed my burning eyes.

      “You should call them,” he confirmed once again, “I think they’re waiting for it.”

      I looked at the clock and decided to wait one more hour, so it wouldn’t be too early. In the meantime I lay on my bed—Jaden sat, watching me, worried—and tried to shut out the ache in my heart and find a way to ignore the emptiness that spread through me.

      Jaden’s eyes weren’t as haunted as they had been at night. I wondered if he felt better now that I felt better, but I didn’t dare bring up the topic. I concentrated on the hands of my alarm clock instead. They moved an infinitesimally tiny bit in what I expected to be minutes. It seemed like I had lost my sense of time.

      I had the impression solid darkness was pressing down on me, crushing me under its weight. It made me go blind for what seemed like hours.

      My voice tore through the blackness. I heard it from a distance and then heard a second voice talking to me.

      “Stay with me, Claire!” It was demanding.

      “Come to me.” A third voice lured. It was velvety soft and irresistibly inviting.

      “Open your eyes, Claire!” the second voice shouted at me.

      “You don’t have to suffer when you follow me,” the third voice, Adam’s voice, filled my head.

      “Adam,” I heard my own voice. “I’m coming.” I was determined to follow the sweet sound of Adam’s voice as I exhaled all the air from my lungs for what I hoped was the last time.

      Something hit my face. I breathed in reflexively.

      “Open. Your. Eyes.” It was Jaden’s voice again.

      My cheek burned from where his hand had slapped it.

      “Don’t listen to the voice. It’s not real. It’s only in your head,” he urged.

      I blinked and saw him examine my face.

      “Sorry I hit you. You were half way through the dark veil that envelops death.”

      “I heard Adam,” I claimed.

      “I know.” He shook his head. “That’s normal, when you lose your angel. Your soul will lead you to wherever he has gone—or where his soul has gone.” He gritted his teeth. “It’s natural that you want to feel whole again.”

      I looked at him, unseeing.

      “You must not listen to it—whatever it promises, however good it feels to give in. Do you understand?”

      I shook my head. “It was Adam.”

      “It wasn’t Adam. Adam is dead,” Jaden half-shouted at me, grabbing my shoulders and shaking them violently. “You can’t follow him to where his soul is.”

      I nodded—more to make him quit. But his face showed relief. His eyes gleamed mildly and he closed his arms around me once more.

      I took a deep breath to steady myself. I believed Jaden. He had told me that he had seen people go crazy over the loss of their angels. Maybe this was exactly what had happened to them—hearing voices.

      My cell phone was lying on the bedside table. I lifted it and dialed the number with an uneasy feeling adding to the barbed wire that began to squeeze my insides.

      “Oh my God, Claire,” Jenna cried into the phone. “I’m so glad you called. I think Jaden already told you what happened.”

      “Yeah, he told me,” my heart revolted at the broken voice of Adam’s stepmother. “Jenna…I’m so sorry.”

      “Oh honey, it’s not your fault—It’s nobody’s fault. It was his decision.” She sobbed once. “Come over for breakfast, dear. We’d love to see you.”

      “Thanks, I will. Around nine?” I asked.

      “Sure,” Jenna hung up. I felt bad for her and Chris, and for Ben, however hostile he might have been—he was Adam’s half-brother, after all.

      Mechanically I got to my feet and slipped into my jacket. Jaden was on his feet beside me. He hovered around me like he was anxious I would fall down with every movement I made. That was actually how I felt, too. I cautiously made my way down the stairs and to the front door.

      Jaden held me back by the elbow. I looked at him, accusingly. He was his young—around twenty—self in appearance, his face hesitating and anxious. “What if they’re out there waiting for you?”

      I shrugged. “Then they’d better get me quickly, so I don’t have to go through all this for nothing.” My heart was punctured by the barbed wire, as it knotted more tightly around it.

      Jaden flinched as he sensed my emotions. He knew I was being serious. Whatever lay ahead made little sense without—I couldn’t think his name.

      I walked around him, breaking free from his grip, and stepped out the front door into the cold. The freezing air felt good on my skin. It numbed what little I felt from outside.

      My car was parked in the driveway. I got into it without looking back and started the engine. Jaden opened the passenger door and got in.

      “I’m not letting you drive alone,” he told me with a grim face.

      “Whatever,” I felt as cold as the air in the car. I was going through phases of hot anger, unendurable pain and cold indifference in the span of only minutes, over and over again.

      We sped away onto the main road through the town, and soon I saw the park and the winding road up to the Gallagers’s house. I carefully steered the car around every bend of the road, trying to prolong the moment until I would have to enter the house.

      Jaden eyed me with a worried look on his face as I parked the car too far from the front door. Everything inside me was trying to drive me away from this place. I reluctantly got out of the car, dragged my feet towards the front door and rang the bell with a hesitant finger. When I looked around for Jaden he had disappeared.

      My breath turned into white fog in front of my face as I slowly exhaled to calm myself. I can do this, I told myself and shoved my freezing hands into my pockets.

      It took a few minutes until someone answered the door. It wasn’t Geoffrey like usual. Instead Jenna appeared as the door opened.

      “Claire, come in,” she stepped out of the way to let me in.

      “Thank you,” I muttered into the cold and stepped past her.

      She closed the door behind me, and I turned to look at her.

      “Oh Jenna,” I launched myself around her neck. “I’m so sorry.”

      She pulled me tight for a moment, then pulled free and stroked my head with one hand. “I know how you feel, dear. I know how much you loved him.” Her eyes were red with tears, and for the first time I fully appreciated that, although she hadn’t been Adam’s biological mother, she had still loved him like he had been her own son.

      Jenna linked arms with me and led me into the living room. Ben was sitting at the small wooden table with hunched shoulders, looking at the floor. His brown hair was messy like he hadn’t combed it that morning.

      Jenna shuffled off, muttering under her breath, tears still in her eyes. I sat down on the couch beside Ben trying to think of a way to start a conversation.

      It was only when Ben looked up, that I recognized how much humanity was in this boy. His face was torn in pain as his eyes probed my face. The intense expression on his face bore directly into my heart, and a wall of searing flames licked my insides.

      “Ben—I’m—” I tried, “—I know we didn’t get along well, but—”

      What should I tell him? I’m sorry I’m the reason your brother died? In fact I was, but nothing I could say would express how I felt.

      Ben’s face went cold and his eyes, red and wet, became hostile like I knew them.

      “—never mind.” I looked at the floor. His head turned to do the same, like he had done before.

      A few moments of awkwardness later Jenna returned with a basket of rolls and croissants in her hands. Geoffrey was walking beside her with a tray of coffee.

      “My condolence, Miss Claire,” he said as he placed the tray on the table and gave me a pitying look.

      Ben got to his feet and hurried out of the room without looking back. I felt miserable for him, for the whole family. It was my fault in the first place that all this had happened. If Adam had never met me, he might have never spread his wings, and he would have never died in the attempt to protect me. Cold shudders shook my body.

      “Here,” Jenna handed me a cup of coffee, “drink this. And please, don’t worry about Ben—it’s all a little much for him,” she excused his behavior. “It’s hard for all of us. Something like this is almost impossible to handle.”

      I nodded. “Where’s Chris?”

      “In the library,” Jenna told me with a serious face. “He’s been in there ever since the police called to tell us last night. I tried to talk to him, but he wouldn’t stop searching the shelves.” Her expression was hurt.

      “In the public library,” I asked disbelievingly.

      Jenna shook her head. “In our library. My ancestors collected books over the decades and we now have a formidable selection of old books. It’s a paradise for Chris—being a historian, you know.” She smiled vaguely while fresh tears streamed into her eyes. I remembered the room Adam had shown to me my first time at this place. “Adam spent a lot of time in there the last few weeks, too. I never found out what he was looking for.”

      I gulped down the knot blocking my vocal chords. “I want to talk to Chris.”

      “You can try your luck, but I doubt he’ll stop whatever he’s doing in there—” She looked miserable. “Come with me.”

      I followed Jenna to the front room and up the stairs to the corridor on the upper floor.

      The old wooden door creaked as Jenna pressed down the handle and pushed it open.

      “Claire is here to see you, Chris,” she said to her husband, who was sitting on the floor surrounded by piles of books, some open, some closed, some strewn across the room.

      Jenna gestured me to enter. “Good luck,” she whispered and closed the door behind me.

      I took a few steps towards Adam’s father and took in his appearance. He looked a complete mess.

      “Hi Chris,” I croaked, unable to find my voice. He slowly looked up from the open book in his lap. Shocked, I sucked in a breath. His face was sunken and his eyes lackluster and full of pain. They mirrored some of the grief that constantly and painfully tore my insides apart.

      “Claire!” He jumped to his feet so quickly it startled me. He flung his arms around me, looking relieved. “I’m so glad you’re okay,” he whispered into my hair. I stood frozen, not trusting the situation. Chris was too happy to see me.

      “I’m happy to see you, too,” I said, not knowing how to react, and waited for this moment to pass.

      It took a while until he released me from his embrace and another few minutes until he spoke again.

      “Let’s sit down.” He gestured to two big armchairs at the end of the room. I walked behind him past the shelves full of books and sat down in one of the chairs. He looked at me for a while, not saying anything. His eyes searched my face, like he expected to find an answer to an unspoken question there.

      “The police called this morning,” Chris finally said.

      I nodded. “They informed you,” I assumed.

      “Yes,” he answered hesitantly, “and they wanted to know some things.”

      My heart missed a beat. It had only been a matter of time until somebody started asking questions.

      “What did they want to know,” I asked innocently.

      “When we had seen him last, whom he had been with yesterday evening.” He named the questions. “I think they want to talk to you too, Claire.”

      Knowing that I would be questioned didn’t make the situation any easier. The official story was suicide, I needed my part of it to become waterproof. I had to come up with a lie, in case anyone noticed I knew more than I should.

      Chris eyed me while I was thinking. Hoping that my face didn’t betray my thoughts, I looked back.

      “They are going to stop by in an hour—they want to talk to us.” Chris didn’t take his eyes off mine. They were full of pain.

      I could only imagine how he felt, losing his son. People always said losing our parents was a natural thing, but losing a child was nothing one should ever have to bear.

      “What did really happen last night?” His eyes bore into mine as he asked in a shaky voice.

      I didn’t answer. “Claire, what do you know?” His face was nothing friendly now, it seemed more like a mask.

      “I can’t tell as I wasn’t there,” I snapped at him, my head spinning with images of Adam’s gleaming eyes, searching for lies I could tell Chris.

      “Don’t lie to me, Claire! I know when I’m being lied to.” The hostility in his tone made me even more uncomfortable than I already was. As he leaned towards me with folded hands his features changed to a frantic grimace.

      “I need to know, please Claire. I know you were there, why won’t you tell me?”

      The pictures in my head returned to the scene I had replayed for a million times this morning, each time cutting into my mind and stabbing into my soul a little deeper. Adam’s last seconds. My heart broke—if a broken heart could break again.

      The pressure of his eyes made me snap. I couldn’t keep the secret forever, the burden was already tearing me apart from inside. I inhaled deeply and began to talk without thinking.

      “It’s my fault he died,” I didn’t know how else to start. Chris’ eyes tightened, but he let me go on. “I was stupid and—we had a—kind of—argument,” I stammered, “—I didn’t even have the chance to make it right before he—before he fell.”

      Chris’ eyes went wide.

      “Why did he fall? He didn’t jump, I know that much.” His hands clutched into fists. “And what the hell were you two up on that roof for?”

      I remembered the last steps on the stairs to the door that had led directly onto the roof.

      “How we got there? That’s easy—the elevator was broken and took us up instead of down, and then we were stuck up there. I wanted to take the emergency exit and climb down the fire escape. We went up the stairs to the emergency exit and ended up on the roof. Adam was following me. I heard his steps behind me. As I opened the door, Adam squeezed past me, pushing me back. He told me to stay there and hide. I didn’t understand at once, but when I heard the voices from the roof I knew we both shouldn’t be here. Wrong time wrong place maybe—

      “The problem wasn’t that we had heard them, but that they had heard him and seen him. He was too slow getting back inside, but they hadn’t taken notice of me, so Adam stepped out onto the roof, trying to make light conversation—something impossible with villains. They teased Adam a bit until they got tired of the game. They hit him and punched him and finally pushed him—” I was close to tears again, hoping that my lie would suffice. I wasn’t able to come up with something more plausible so fast. I knew that he would ask about who they were and I would have to come up with more lies to backup my own alibi. “—they just pushed him towards the edge,” I whispered, unbearable pain welling up in my heart, “and then they turned away and vanished.” I cut the part of Adam spreading wings.

      “Adam was standing too close to the edge of the roof—he stumbled and fell backwards.” I wasn’t sure I could get out another word.

      “The police didn’t find any proof of physical violence. They are sure it was suicide.” His eyes were red with sadness. For some reason he seemed to believe me.

      I nodded. His eyes locked mine in place again with piercing intensity. “They heal fast, angels, you know, there wouldn’t be any wounds or bruises left to give away that somebody hit him.”

      I didn’t believe what I had just heard. Angels. I held my breath. Chris knew.

      “And you are sure he didn’t spread his wings while he was falling?” Chris asked with a serious voice.

      My thoughts still sped through my head without following a concrete direction, but Chris’ words made me look up. How did he know?

      The room suddenly seemed unnaturally hot. Everything I had thought a secret turned out to be common knowledge.

      I needed to get out. I got to my feet and wanted to storm from the room, but Chris was faster, he caught my arm before I reached the door.

      “This is important, Claire.” He forced me to look at him with one hand, the other holding me in an iron grasp. “Did Adam ever tell you what he was? Did he show you?”

      I let my shoulders hunch in resignation and nodded, letting myself sink back into the armchair.

      Chris’ expression was impossible to read. It looked a bit like relief, a bit like betrayal.

      I had thought Adam hadn’t told anyone—I had thought I was the only one to know what he is.—What he was, a voice in my head corrected me. Until now I had thought it was a secret. I hadn’t expected anyone else to know. So Chris took me by surprise with his knowledge and accuracy of his picture of Adam’s death-scene.

      “He didn’t mean to tell me,” I spluttered, completely aware that hiding anything wouldn’t improve the situation. “When he spread his wings in front of me first, he was shocked himself. He didn’t know what was happening.” The memory was vivid in my head. “I’m sure it was the first time ever.”

      I was tired of lying. Chris seemed to know everything, so why keeping the facade? And for some reason I had the impression he also was tired of hiding. He shook his head at the outburst of information—not disapproving, but somehow relieved at the sudden honesty between us.

      “We didn’t know if he was ever going to develop his powers. He’s got it from me, you know—I’m an angel, too.”

      I stared, eyes wide open, mouth gaping.

      “Yes, it’s true.” Chris smiled at my expression, and his eyes glowed green as to prove it.

      Without a doubt he was telling the truth. My whole body shuddered. I felt tension and relief at the same time, that all that magic around Adam wasn’t gone from my life completely.

      It was somehow there the moment Chris outed himself to me. It streamed through the room and I felt a little more at ease.

      “How can you be an angel?” I asked him.

      “My father was, and so am I. And I passed the angel-gene on to Adam.” His eyes stopped glowing and he continued. “Well, we are both part-angels. My mother was human and so was Adam’s.”

      I had never heard Chris talking about Adam’s mother.

      “Ben on the other hand hasn’t shown any signs yet, and he is almost twenty. I didn’t expect either of my boys to develop powers at all. The gene is relatively weak. But a couple of weeks ago Adam turned up one evening, he was a complete mess. At first I didn’t know what was going on, but then I saw the gleaming in his eyes, and I understood—the transformation had started.

      “It’s not easy for us, the transformation. We start knowing certain things without having heard about them, it’s like you’re split in two and have to knit the parts back together without proper instruction how to do it. A strange feeling,” he mused. “First you start seeing the personality of people without knowing anything about them, just by seeing them—that’s only the minor part, but I guess you already know that.” He eyed me from the side.

      “Most new angels find it pretty helpful to see through people’s masks and facades. That’s mostly before they spread their wings for the first time. Then they start knowing the people that will be important in their life before they ever set eyes on them. That’s a feeling you have to get used to, believe me.” Chris was deep in thought, like he was remembering something. “You don’t see faces or anything, it’s just like you feel the aura of them, like you know them without knowing who they are.” He shook his head. “I don’t know how to explain it better, I’m sorry.

      “Even more strange is the feeling that you have when you see the person in real life, it’s like a puzzle fitting together. It was that way when he first saw you, he knew he had finally found the one he already loved without having met her even once. I, too, had the puzzle feeling when I first saw you, I knew you were the one that would be Adam’s greatest joy and his worst danger, I knew before I met you.”

      “Adam tried to describe it once,” I interrupted. “It was more than a month before he spread his wings.” Chris nodded.

      “I hadn’t notice the process had started then—I wish I had.” His eyes grew more distant than they already were.

      “His eyes were gleaming that evening for the first time as well.” I fed him the information. “I remember, I was really scared, it looked weird, alien.”

      Chris chuckled, and the way his lips curled reminded me of Adam. It hurt to think of him.

      “Tell me what really happened on the roof, Claire,” Chris pleaded. “I need to know the truth.”

      I took a deep breath to steady myself and started telling the real story about how he had died. About the three dark creatures, how they had hit him in the chest with the silver flashes and how he had stumbled over the edge of the roof, not standing a chance against them. Chris listened with a serious expression.

      “It was demons,” he nodded to himself. “I’ve already thought that much.”

      He got to his feet and started pacing the room, eyes on the floor, searching.

      “There are certain books in my possession which tell about the dangers of demons,” he told me as he browsed through the books that were strewn on the floor. “I remember when I spread my wings for the first time. My father taught me how to control them.

      “My father died a long time ago. In his last will he passed a box of old books on to me. I didn’t suspect anything supernatural to have caused his death until then, I hadn’t even thought about immortality then. But when I started reading the books I began to see that they all had been collected by him for some purpose. They were all history books—but no usual history books as you might guess.” He fetched one book from the floor and carried it back to me.

      “They were on the history of angels and demons. From what I learned from them—and his countless notes on the edges of the pages—I guessed what had to have caused his death. The police had declared it an accident and let down the investigations. I was mad for ages, that nobody seemed to really care about what had happened to him. But today I’m glad nobody found out. All they would have found would have been devilish creatures that don’t show any mercy to people knowing about their existence.” He sat down in the second armchair.

      “When—” I cleared my throat. “When did you spread your wings for the first time?” I asked meekly.

      Chris looked at a shelf with a distant gaze. “It was on the sixth of September, twenty-two years ago. I was standing in the delivery ward of the hospital, next to Abigail—Adam’s biological mother.” He looked at me with a serious face. “All the doctors had left the room after checking on Adam. Abigail had died giving birth to our son and I was alone with her to see her for one last time. I held Adam in my arms, the little baby-boy who had just lost his mother and cradled him to my chest as I took one last gaze at my beloved Abigail.

      “So the doctors gave us—a minute of privacy, one last moment. I kissed her goodbye and then I pondered what I should do without her.

      “Adam looked at me with big eyes and I felt like my heart was exploding with bliss that he had survived. That moment not only my heart felt that way, but also my back. My wings shot from my shoulders and I held Adam tight to my chest, precious little thing that he was.”

      Chris’ serious face turned into an ambivalent half-smile at his last words. I could make out both happiness and pain in his eyes for a moment, then his face grew the serious mask again. “I felt so lonely without her. I had no idea how to handle the loss.” Bitterness resonated in his voice.

      He turned to the window for a while, not saying a word while he watched the bare trees outside. After what seemed like minutes he turned back to me.

      “Everything I know about demons—the other side—I know from my father’s books. He left me the instructions how to keep a low profile, how to stay off their radar.

      “ I’ve been invisible to them for more than twenty years.” He looked at me with anxious eyes. “I never told my sons what they are, hoping the gene would be too weak to break through. You can imagine how shocked I was when Adam showed the first signs. I tried to teach him how to control his abilities and told him he must use neither wings nor teleporting to stay off their radar and they can’t track him down. I guess he didn’t listen to me.

      “The moment he realized you were in danger he did everything to protect you, even if it meant for him to become vulnerable.”

      “Why didn’t he tell me that you knew about his secret?” I was a bit hurt by Adam’s distrust.

      “I guess he wanted to protect you. The less involved in all the supernatural you were, the better for your safety.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, like this was such a great plan.”

      “You’re alive,” Chris pointed out.

      “But he’s dead,” I hissed. “It’s worse than dying myself.”

      “I know,” Chris said mechanically, tears brimming in his eyes.

      A creak claimed my attention and I looked up. The door had opened and I noticed Antonio bustling around my feet.

      So, Chris was an angel, Adam had been an angel and Ben was a non transformed angel—part-angel; his powers hadn’t surfaced yet. Did Ben know what potentials he carried within?

      The world of mysteries was far more tightly woven around me than I’d thought. Jenna, Ben’s mother and Adam’s stepmother was human. Did she know?

      Antonio sat down beside me and rested his snout on my knee, his eyes looking up at me.

      “I’ve never seen such a faithful animal. Maybe it’s because Adam saved his life,” Chris said watching Antonio. “He’s still waiting for Adam to turn up, I think.” He reached out with one hand and petted the dog’s back. “He’s not coming back, Antonio, never.”

      Antonio turned to him with a small whine escaping his muzzle.
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      “Sophie,” I sobbed into the speaker of my cell phone.

      “Claire, is that you?” Sophie asked, distress sounding in her voice.

      “Yeah,” I answered hysterically.

      “What’s wrong with you?” She was obviously worried.

      I spat the words out before a fresh wave of hysteria could tighten my throat. “Adam’s dead.”

      A long pause followed my words as Sophie processed the meaning of my words. “Claire, that’s not a good joke.”

      “Not a joke,” I choked at her.

      “Claire—” She sounded a little hysterical herself now. “When did this happen?”

      “Last night.”

      “I’m on my way,” she told me. “I’ll ask Ian to stop by and take care of you until I’m home,” she offered.

      “I’m at the Gallagers’ place,” I told her. “It’s fine.”

      “Okay. I’ll be home by tonight.”

      “Right,” I sobbed.

      “Claire—”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you Sophie.” I inhaled deeply to calm my voice a little. “See you tonight.”

      I lay aside my cell phone and watched Geoffrey refill my cup of tea. The whole Gallager family was sitting at the table. All but one—he was dead.

      To Jenna’s great surprise, Chris had accompanied me to the living room. We had continued talking for a while until it had been time for the police to arrive. We had agreed that it would be best if nobody knew I had been on the roof that night, it would only open up questions. My official story now was that Adam had driven me home and kissed me good night like every other evening after a date. He must have gone back to the building and jumped from the roof.

      The officers arrived only a short time after my call and asked us questions over questions about Adam’s emotional and psychological stability. Nobody had noticed strange behavior or something that might have tipped us off on what he had been about to do. They asked us for an hour until they were satisfied with every detail they had gotten. Then they shook Chris’s, Ben’s and Jenna’s hands with a serious face, nodded at me and vanished through the front door. It was a straining procedure and it tore on my stability as well as it did on Jenna’s. I didn’t know if it affected Ben—he wouldn’t show any emotion after his first moment of weakness.

      “I can’t believe I never noticed anything,” Jenna said between her tears, and Chris nodded at her, soothing her with his arms around her shoulders.

      “I think I’ll get going,” I announced. I needed to get out of here. I didn’t trust myself to not snap right in front of them. I already imagined myself screaming and cowering on the floor, unable to keep up the facade.

      “Thanks for breakfast, Jenna.” I forced a half-smile. It didn’t feel very convincing on my lips.

      “You barely ate,” she sobbed.

      “Not hungry, really,” I reassured her. “My sister is going to be home soon. I should be there when she arrives.”

      I walked towards the front door after hugging Adam’s parents and earning another cold gaze from Ben, glad to be on my own for a while before I had to retell everything for Sophie in the evening.

      My car was standing where I had left it hours before.

      I searched my pockets for the key and got in. I hadn’t left the driveway when I hit the brake so hard the car slid several yards on the gravel before it came to a halt.

      “Sorry,” Jaden’s golden voice sounded through the cabin. “It’s just me.” He placed his hand on my arm, trying to calm me down. “Breathe.”

      “What the hell are you thinking!” I screamed at him. “You scared me to death!”

      “Sorry again.” He eyed me for a moment. “Go on driving.”

      I pressed down the gas pedal and steered my car into the traffic on the main street. It was pretty much empty.

      I accelerated to a speed that was far too fast for the town. Adam was all I could think about. Pain seared through my body without a warning. It drove me crazy—however much I tried to remain calm I couldn’t. My heart was simply incapable of calming, my body wasn’t and neither was my head.

      “Claire, where are you going?” Jaden asked through the haze that was surrounding my thoughts.

      I had no answer. I couldn’t see much more than shapes and colors. Everything was gray with a bit of red, blue or green rushing by at top speed.

      “Claire!” he screamed from the passenger seat. “I know it hurts, but will you please calm down…”

      I didn’t listen to what else he was saying. My heart felt as if it was being torn from my chest over and over again. The unbearable pain spread through every fiber of my body without mercy. I couldn’t think clearly and I couldn’t make myself scared of the possibility I could die right now, losing control over my car. It was quite the opposite—I found them intriguing.

      Something grabbed my arm hard. I could barely feel it against the pulsing agony that came from inside me. Someone was screaming at me—I didn’t hear the words, just loud noise without meaning—like my life; meaningless without Adam. I had been nothing before him and I was nothing without him.

      “Claire!”

      My hands were torn from the steering wheel. I was shaken to the left and hit the door of the car with my shoulder. It hurt. Then I was thrown to the right, felling something warm at my other shoulder. And then I was catapulted to the front.

      My head hit the steering wheel so hard I felt dizzy above all the pain and the haze.

      I heard the door being opened. A warm hand pressed me back towards the seat and then probed my head with gentle fingers.

      Then I was lifted out of the seat and felt a loss of orientation.

      When I opened my eyes again I was sitting in the passenger seat of my car. Jaden was driving. He looked at the street in high concentration. I didn’t recognize any buildings or street names. I probably had never been here.

      “What happened?” I asked, confused. “Where are we?”

      “You almost killed yourself.” He stated, not taking his eyes off the road.

      “I didn’t—not intentionally.” I defended myself.

      “Whatever.” His face was set, not showing any emotion.

      I watched him driving for a while. Breathing in and out, trying to ignore the barbed wire that was knitting into my heart again.

      “You can’t go on like that,” he finally opened his mouth to speak again. “You can’t just be that reckless. No matter how much it hurts, you need to stay in your right mind.”

      I listened to him, understanding every word, knowing what he wanted to tell me, agreeing with him; but I was sure it wouldn’t be that easy. Try wouldn’t suffice.

      “I’ll take you home,” he told me. His face was a bit softer now. “I’m here for you. I won’t let you hand yourself over to insanity. It will become easier—after some time. Until then I won’t leave your side.”

      I nodded, not knowing whether to agree with him or not.

      I opened my eyes and looked out of the window. It had become warmer in the last few days. The frozen ground was soaked with the rain that had been falling continuously since the day after Adam’s death.

      My thoughts were circling around one and the same thing over and over again—Adam. All the days we had spent together since we had first met in the graveyard…

      My cellphone rang for what seemed like the hundredth time. I reached out to fetch it from the bedside table, but it wasn’t there. Sophie answered it in the living room. “…oh hello Jenna …yeah, I’m alright, thank you …How are you? …………I know, I saw it yesterday …. No, she’s still asleep. I think it’s best for her, to sleep, to forget …. I’ll tell her you called …. Yeah, bye!”

      Only a few minutes later Sophie opened the door to check if I was still asleep. As she noticed I was awake, she smiled.

      “Jenna called. She asked how you are feeling.”

      I was one-hundred percent sure that I wouldn’t answer that question honestly. Nobody could know how much I was suffering, how sore my broken heart still was and how my thoughts were never going to stop circling around the moment when my reason to live had been taken away from me.

      “Thanks, I’ll call her,” I crawled out of bed to get to my cellphone. I didn’t know what to tell her, what to ask her. While the phone dialed I went through the events in my head again, and a cold, numb feeling spread through my body. I could feel Sophie’s eyes on my back.

      “Hello?” I nearly jumped when Jenna answered the phone. “Hey Jenna, Sophie told me you called. How are you?” I heard a sigh at the other end of the line, a sob and finally she spoke.

      “I haven’t slept a lot since—well, since it happened. I’m trying to keep the facade up for Ben, but I think, I can’t fool him—how are you?”

      I needed a moment to get my head together; I couldn’t tell how I felt exactly. I knew that I felt little but numb and that I was more than slightly panicking, facing the fact that my personal heaven had turned into hell. “I—I’ve just woken up, but it hurts so much I’m not sure I’ll return to bed straight away. I don’t know what to do, Jenna. What now?”

      I felt tears running down my cheeks, they were hot. I really had no idea. The few days that had passed since Adam’s death hadn’t changed anything about the way I was suffering—every second was full of his absence, and my heart didn’t find any anchor to steady itself. What should I do? Where should I go? How should life go on without the one you loved?

      “We’d love to have you here for lunch. Bring Sophie if she likes,” Jenna invited me. That was the concrete part of the answers I needed to have something to distract me. Getting ready for lunch and driving to the Gallagers’ place. But would I be able to stand it, being there, where he should be, but never would be again?

      “Thanks Jenna, I’ll bring her, I don’t think I should drive myself.” I thought back to my last trip home from the Gallagers’ place and shuddered. “In an hour?” She agreed and hung up.

      Sophie was still standing in the doorway to my room, looking slightly alarmed. “Jenna invited us to join them for lunch.” Sophie nodded.

      Focusing on my current task I kept my thoughts busy while heading towards the bathroom. I decided to take a shower.

      The water felt good, it washed away the cold, numb feeling a little. My knees gave way under the pressure from the past few days. I couldn’t hold my own weight, and I leaned against the wet wall for support. My body immediately slid down.

      The shampoo had to be somewhere near. I looked around and spotted it within reach. I grabbed it and washed my hair. It smelled of herbs, I liked it. It revitalized my senses, and washing my hair kept my hands busy.

      As I rinsed my hair, my thoughts wandered off to the last memory of Adam I had. I felt a stabbing pain in my chest.

      He had spread his wings, the radiating light had burned within him. I had seen the silver flashes, and I had seen him falter as he was hit, his eyes searching for me, finding mine, his smile, his legs trembling, his body falling backwards, his lips mouthing I love you. Then he had fallen out of my view. Maybe I imagined that his last thought had been of me, but I held on to that memory—I wouldn’t get a better one.

      Sophie knocked at the door. I jumped up, out of the shower and fetched a towel to dry myself. Then I opened the door. Sophie was keeping an eye on me all the time, always anxious I would snap and go crazy from the loss. She thought it was too much for me, first losing my parents, and then, after readjusting to life, my boyfriend. She had no idea how close she was to the truth—how close I was to going crazy.

      “Time’s almost up,” Sophie said smiling, “Hurry, dear.”

      Drying my hair took only a few minutes. I tied it into a messy knot at the back of my head, not caring what it looked like. I jumped into the first pair of jeans I found, put on a gray long-sleeved shirt and a black sweater and went to search for fresh socks.

      Sophie was already waiting with the front door open when I put on my sneakers and grabbed a jacket before heading for the car.

      The Gallagers’ house was not too far away, but neither of us spoke. The silence stretched the few minutes into endless moments of Adam’s absence. He was missing in every second, in every picture I saw rushing by outside the windows. I felt my lungs reject the air I was breathing in. My head was spinning and my focus was shifted for a moment. I felt tears running down my cheeks and forced the air down my throat, trying to hide my breakdown from Sophie.

      She looked at the road with concentration creasing her forehead. I couldn’t tell if she noticed what was going on right beside her.

      When we arrived, Antonio was the first to greet us. His always happy barking was soothing. I went down on my knees and embraced him while he tried to jump up and lick my face. If everyone else was sad and grieving, Antonio was still his happy self. Jenna was standing in the open door behind the dog, shaking her head.

      “He hasn’t as much as wagged his tail since Adam’s been gone. You’re the first to get that reaction from him in days. I already thought about taking him to the vet.”

      What did that mean? Antonio had been Adam’s dog mainly, but he had been part of the family, he wasn’t supposed to grieve the way we did, and if he did, why would he get up and greet me that happily. Jenna led us to the kitchen where a big pot of steaming soup was waiting.

      “Please, sit down, Claire, Sophie.” She pointed at two chairs on the far end of the table.

      I sat down, Sophie followed my example.

      “Thanks for the invitation, Jenna. I’m glad I don’t have to eat alone today.”

      I watched Sophie from the corner of my eye. I hoped she knew what I had meant with not alone. I knew I wasn’t alone at home. I had meant without someone who was close to Adam, for sure his family was. Sophie hadn’t noticed, or she was good at hiding it.

      Antonio trotted over to lie down on top of my feet. Without thinking about it my hand reached down to stroke his head. Ben appeared through the kitchen door, his eyes were slightly red. He walked over and sat down next to Sophie.

      Chris was standing behind Ben, he looked worn, a lot older. He shook Sophie’s hand, “Sophie, nice to have you here. Hey Claire,” he waved at me over Ben’s shoulder.

      Adam’s parents and my sister had gotten along well in the past few days. She had been here for me and for them in the same way, helping where she could.

      Geoffrey served the soup. We sat in silence for a while, Sophie and Chris ate, Ben shoved the bowl aside, Jenna and I both moved the spoon through the soup, but did not lift it to our mouths.

      “The date for the funeral is set,” Chris said into the silence. I flinched, and Ben snorted.

      “When is it?” Sophie asked politely.

      “Friday, the fourth of February—Friday this week.”

      As I took in the words I had been dreading, my head spun and the barbed wire started to curl around my insides and knot them together all over again.—So soon.

      “We’ll be there,” Sophie told Chris, stroking my upper arm with her free hand.

      I nodded and finally lifted the spoon to my lips. The soup was tasty. It filled my stomach and warmed my insides—a little. All my memories of Adam—everything, all the beautiful moments and the painful last days of running from the demons—rushed through my mind in a second and I was stuck in this unendurable ache that filled my whole body.

      Chris lifted his head and I knew he sensed what I was feeling. His pain must be doubled. Adam had been his son and his catalyst. Adam had carried his mark. I could only imagine how hard it was for Chris to put on the brave face for his family. I gave him a wry smile and he pursed his lips in an understanding expression.

      Ben looked at us with accusing eyes and then turned his attention to his mother who was still looking at her soup without eating.

      “Can I talk to you, Chris?” I asked quietly, not looking up from the bowl in front of me.

      “Sure, what is it?”

      “Alone,” I urged, ignoring the others’ curious faces.

      “Come with me.” He got up from the table and led the way to the library. I followed him sheepishly, evading Sophie’s questioning look.

      We walked upstairs and down the corridor to the old wooden door to the library. Chris pushed down the handle and it creaked open.

      “What is your concern, Claire?” Chris asked as he closed the door behind us.

      I didn’t know how to ask, but I was afraid of the demons. I was afraid they would come back and get me, and I was afraid Adam had died for nothing.

      “Why are you afraid?” He eyed me, his forehead creasing above his worried eyes.

      Of course he did sense my fear. “Do you think they’re going to come back?” I asked without looking at him. I felt fear, and I was ashamed of it. I felt weak and helpless. Nothing I did made any difference now. If they came for me I would be easy prey, more than ever.

      “I don’t think they will—not now.” He exhaled slowly. “Maybe in a while, but not right now—they don’t have a reason. They achieved a great goal in punishing both of us with Adam’s death.”

      I looked up. “Both of us?”

      “You carry his mark, and he carried mine.”

      I didn’t understand.

      “Both our souls were torn by his death.” His eyes shone wet as he spoke. “I’m less affected, because I’m an angel myself, my soul is stronger than yours, I can endure a lot of pain before I break—” He looked at me with intense eyes and they started gleaming. “—and I got a bit of him back through you. You carry a part of him with you, as long as you carry his mark. It helps—if only a little.”

      I looked at him in wonder. “But if a part of him is still with me—how can it hurt like that?” I clutched my chest in reflex, feeling the wires pull my insides into a knot.

      “That’s because a part of you died with him. When he marked you, he gave you a part of his soul unintentionally and took a part of your soul to replace the lost part. You were irrevocably interlaced.” He took my hand and squeezed it. “When he died you lost a part of yourself, too.” He looked at me for a moment, quiet and musing.

      “Is it ever going to become better?” I asked into the silence between us.

      “Never.”

      I nodded, understanding. So, I was never going to heal. That was how it felt anyway. The barbed wire tore through my heart as if to emphasise what was starting to sink in.

      “What if the demons come back?” I shuddered.

      Chris pulled me to the armchairs and pushed me down into one of them. I looked up at him with big eyes.

      “If they should really come back for you, I will be there.”

      I was stiff with horror. “You can’t, Chris.” I told him. “Jenna needs you, and Ben—” I pleaded with him. “What if something happens to you?”

      “By killing Adam, they messed with me.” Chris eyes were suddenly fierce. “I might have not used my abilities in a while, but I’m older than Adam—I’m stronger than he was. They can’t take me down that easily. If they ever touch my family—and I consider you part of it—again I will take them down one by one until none of them remains to tell the story.”

      I hadn’t gotten to know this side of Chris so far, but I was glad that he was on my side. He looked dangerous with his now glowing eyes and determined face. I did believe every word he said, and my fear was diminished—a little.

      “Thank you, Chris,” I said in a small voice.

      “Don’t worry right now, Claire. At the moment there are more important matters. We have to make the last arrangements for the funeral…”

      I looked to the floor, not wanting to hear it. I felt another stab in my heart, a constant reminder that Adam would never be with me again, that the space he had left there would never be filled.

      “And,” he continued, “—my family and your sister are waiting for us in the kitchen. They will be wondering what we’re up to.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, “Let’s go back.” I got to my feet and straightened up. Chris was at the door, holding it open for me. I was sure I would need some time to get used to him being an angel.

      Sophie was talking to Jenna when we returned to the kitchen. They abruptly stopped mid-sentence as I entered the room. I knew they had been talking about our parents. I had heard their names. And I could guess what Sophie had told Jenna—that I wasn’t stable, that I had gone through too much in the last few years, that they should keep an eye on me.

      Like I would do anything stupid. All I wanted was to have Adam back—something impossible. I wouldn’t do anything—I would wait until something happened to me.

      Sophie looked at me sheepishly. “Shall we?”

      Again I felt the urge to get away. I needed time to think about what had happened, about why he had had to die. I needed to go through every detail once more. I wanted to see where exactly I had gone wrong.

      “Yeah.” I walked over to Jenna, hugging her. “See you at the—” I inhaled, smothering the pain in my insides. “—funeral.”

      Chris gave me a serious look from behind Jenna. I nodded at him—a gesture of silent understanding. Ben didn’t look at me. It seemed I had become invisible to him. It hurt me, that Adam’s brother avoided me so much.

      Sophie took me home. I went straight to my room and curled up on my bed. The rain was hammering onto the roof and against the windows, reminding me that I was still in this reality though the pictures in my head had returned to my wing-spreading, falling angel. I felt a hand on my cheek, stroking my face gently, soothing.

      “I’ll stay with you if that’s alright?” Jaden asked, and I nodded into my pillow. He didn’t leave my side for a long time, stroking my head while I cried myself to sleep.

      

      I could feel the car slowing down. The trees outside the window, the ones encircling the graveyard, were wet from the rain. They were silent witnesses.

      Some cars were parked in the small parking lot on the other side of the street. I could feel our car stopping too.—It was time.

      Sophie opened the door for me. I reluctantly moved my feet out of the car and set them on the ground. It was cold and wet. The only black jacket I owned was too thin for the cold winter air.

      Sophie helped me out and led the too familiar way to the wrought iron gate. The street was full of people of all ages. We followed them into the graveyard and walked over to where Adam’s family stood. Chris’s eyes were red and Jenna had wound her arm around his shoulders. Ben was standing next to her in a black suit, his face cold and mask-like, but his eyes slightly red. I lifted one hand to say hi and Chris waved back, curling the edge of his lips into a distorted smile.

      Jenna nodded at me and looked back at her husband who was staring at the grave in front of him. A priest was standing next to the family. He was young and looked very busy with the books in his hands. Some of the mourners were holding black umbrellas to shield themselves against the rain.

      I stopped a few yards away from the open grave, looking around. People were standing in a half-circle around a hole in the wet ground. I recognized only few of them. I caught a glimpse of Lydia and Amber standing at the other side of the grave at the back of the crowd. Lydia was holding Richard’s hand, and Amber was clutching the handle of an umbrella with both her hands, huddling underneath it. I was surprised they were here. I had told them the same lie I had told the police and they had swallowed it without questioning, but they had been shocked at the suicide. They had come here for me. I nodded at them, not knowing if they noticed, and turned back to the gaping hole in the ground.

      The pain in my insides welled up again as I fully took in the scene.

      A fallen angel was lying in a plain wooden coffin. I did not feel the need to move closer and have a glimpse through the tiny window on the upper side. The only thing I would see there was the face of the one I loved, the one I had lost.

      There it was again: Somebody had to take responsibility for our sins—this time it was him. Our sin had been that we had wanted to be together, no matter what. And no matter how much I cried or begged the heavens to take me instead, it was him. He was lying in the coffin, cold as the the earth he would be buried in, lifeless. He had taken a part of my soul with him, and the loss was aching more and more as my eyes lingered on the plain surface of the thin wood that shielded Adam’s broken body from my eyes.

      Tears ran down my cheeks, slowly and quietly.

      “Brothers and sisters,” the priest began, “today we gather here for a very sad event. The funeral of Adam Gallager. Adam was a kind person, somebody who was always welcome everywhere. His honest nature, his patience…”

      The dark grave swallowed the rain greedily and I could imagine perfectly well what it would look like when it swallowed the plain wooden coffin and my Adam with it.

      “…because it was his time to go, and God knows the right time for everyone. Adam’s life was full of happiness, though short and…”

      Only seconds after the pictures had rushed through my head it happened, and it was exactly as I had imagined. The four men that had been supporting the coffin with dark red satin laces, let it glide into the open grave.

      “…we will remember him and therefore he will live on in our hearts. Amen.”

      I watched the coffin vanish into the gaping hole with a growing unease in my body. I wanted to jump after him, tear him from the plain wooden box, shake him, wake him up, but it was too late. He would never wake up again.

      People were lining up around the open grave. They formed a queue, starting at the open grave, ending far behind me. I noticed that all of the mourners were clutching flowers in their hands. Slowly, they moved forwards, one after the other, each of them throwing a blood-red rose into the hole that was surrounded by wet earth.

      I saw my feet move, but couldn’t feel them, as I couldn’t feel the rain that started soaking my clothes. Sophie’s hand was resting on my shoulder, I could feel her shaking as she dragged me forward. The people around me were a black blurry mess, and I wondered if that was because of the tears in my eyes or because the world was slowly starting to crumble.

      I mopped my eyes with my sleeve and decided it was the tears, although it felt like the world was crumbling around me.

      My thoughts were already far away when I came to a halt. I found myself facing an open grave. Adam’s family was standing nearby—his mother, her angelic face drowned in tears, his father and his brother.

      I looked at the open grave and saw the coffin on the bottom, covered in red roses.

      Petrifying panic flared up inside me. Suddenly all the noises were intensified. The sound of the rain pattering down on the grave hurt my ears, the water falling down onto my face and hands stung my skin, the tears burned in my eyes. I was very aware of everything around me, the cold, the rain, the sobs of the woman behind me, the shaking body of Adam’s mother as she threw a rose into the open grave beside me, the people filing in behind us, Sophie pulling me to the side—but somehow I couldn’t move.

      Everything felt like too much to bear, but I wouldn’t go to pieces, not here, not now. I had to say my final goodbye, at the least I owed him that. I felt my sister taking a step towards me, wrapping one arm around my shoulders. She threw her rose into the grave. I waited for a second until she stepped back and then my arm stretched out mechanically, and my fingers loosened their grip on the fragile flower they were clutching. I let it slip, unable to keep them tight around it. It was like losing the grip on reality, like letting go the final piece of denial that had been raging inside me, like finally admitting that it was true. It was acceptance, and it felt like a deep cut ripped my soul.

      I watched the rose fall in slow motion—It felt like a surreal speed, like time was about to reverse and spin back. I hoped it would—for a second. But then I heard the thud of the rose hitting the wood of the coffin.

      I stepped aside and walked around the grave to stand next to Sophie. She put her arm around me, pulling me to her side.

      An old man at the other side of the grave moved forward from the queue to throw a flower into the open grave. His light gray hair was wet from the rain. He looked down at the coffin for a second and then his face snapped up, his golden eyes looking directly into mine. I inhaled deeply.

      “Thanks for coming,” I whispered into the cold rain. The old man across the grave nodded at me once, his lips twitching into a sympathetic smile.

      “Did you say something?” Sophie asked absentmindedly.

      I shook my head. “No.” I watched Jaden turn around and vanish in the crowd.

      It seemed like hours as the people threw their roses one after the other. I saw Lydia and Richard and Amber. I recognized Karren, the girl from the semester party in the woods. She smiled at me.

      The queue ended after a while—I couldn’t estimate the time—and people were slowly starting to leave the scene. I watched them go, one after the other. They had bade their goodbyes, like I had. And they were now returning to their normal lives, like I would never be able to do again.

      I looked at the willow—the tree where I had met Adam first. It stood there in the rain, grieving alongside us. Beside it a young woman with bluish black hair turned around. I only glimpsed her face for a second before she had turned completely, but it was long enough to recognize Adam’s ex-girlfriend’s face. I wasn’t sure if I could trust my wet eyes, but as she turned her jacked slipped a little and freed the view on a big silver amulet that dangled from her neck on a black satin-lace. I blinked to clear my vision but before I could take a second look she had vanished behind a tree.

      Red roses lay in a pile on the wooden coffin. I couldn’t even tell which of them was the one I had thrown. I was like the roses, a griever amongst grievers, just someone in the black dressed crowd, one of the many who reminded us why we were standing in the graveyard, in the rain.

      

      I was standing in the graveyard, next to the beautiful stone angel—again—where it had begun. And there it had ended, after the grievers’ flowers had covered the coffin and soon earth would be covering the flowers, building an impenetrable barrier between my angel—his broken body—and me.

      I remembered standing there for a very long time, it had turned almost dark when my sister literally forced me out of the graveyard. She led me to her car, waited for me to climb into the passenger seat, closed the door behind me and got in herself. It wasn’t far to our place, only a few minutes. The car wound slowly along the curved road. I was thankful we didn’t have to hurry. The tiredness crept through my bones as the warm air started to dry my clothes, and my shaking ceased. The engine was a subtle hum, almost comforting.

      “What happens now Sophie?”

      She turned to look at me, her eyes dark with concern.

      “I don’t know.”

      I stared out of the window into the growing dark, unseeing.

      It was late when we arrived at our place. Sophie opened the door for me, leading me in. I hadn’t recognized in months how caring she was. Sudden shame washed over me. I had been so busy living my dream, living my pain and, now, living my own personal hell. And still she was there at my side, the only family I had left.

      “Thank you, Sophie,” I looked at her for a moment, fully appreciating what she had done for me. “—for everything.”

      She met my eyes, a faint smile on her lips. “Anytime.”

      The graveyard was dimly lit by a flickering lamp. It seemed like ages since I had met Adam there for the first time, so far away it was almost surreal—like a dream, like a nightmare—considering the outcome.

      As I walked down the gravel path between the rows of graves, it crushed down on me again. He was dead—that was the final statement heavens had put on our love.

      Strange, how suddenly a world can fall apart. Disillusioned and worn from what happened, you don’t expect anything from life anymore—neither good nor bad. And still it hurts when the final knowledge settles in, like your heart is torn into pieces while your chest is too tightly bound to have the slightest chance of escaping the countless cuts of the pieces trying to tear through it from the inside. There is no way of evading the aches that inevitably force you to believe what has already been somewhere within you, banned to the darkest corner at the back of your knowledge, whining quietly to be proven wrong.

      This is how it felt with Adam. Losing something so pure, so unbelievably wonderful, was like dying myself.

      I hadn’t expected myself capable of bearing such a big amount of pain pressing down on me in such a short time, but I found I was. With Sophie, my caring sister, and Jaden, my guardian angel, at my side I had gone through all of it. Somehow I had gotten up the morning after it had happened, and the day after that day, and the ones after those, and so I would do every day—until it was my time to go. If he couldn’t exist, the memories of him would. No matter what happened next, I would have to face it. Without him. Alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Adam

        

      

    

    
      Something wet dripping onto my forehead woke me up. I tore my eyes open to look for the source of it.

      It was dark—pitch black, to be precise.

      I was lying outstretched on my back on something soft. My posture didn’t feel natural.

      I wanted to reach my hand over my head to prevent the liquid from dripping into my eyes. It didn’t move. It was stuck between my body and something hard.

      My fingers glided over the material. It felt like polished wood.

      I tried to shift my body to the other side an inch just to free my hand enough to search for the source of the liquid that soaked my hair and dribbled down my face to my neck.

      Another frame of wood was pressing against my side. It prevented me from moving freely.

      I slowly and carefully rolled my head to the side—no resistance. Then I lifted it an inch to estimate the space around me. There was no barrier keeping me from moving my head until my chin touched my chest.

      The water flowed down my face and into the collar of whatever I was wearing.

      With some more effort I pulled my shoulders up and tried to sit up. My arms and hands were freed as I moved up. I let my body sink back and slid my hands upwards instead, along the wood that was framing me. It was cold. Water was beginning to run down in several places.

      My wet hands glided further up until they moved over a corner on both sides, forming the wood into a narrow ceiling. Where was I? I asked myself this question and couldn’t find an answer to it. My hands reached up above my head. There, too, was a wooden wall.

      It seemed I was trapped in a wooden box and water was starting to make its way in from more than one side. I had no idea where I was nor how I had ended up here.

      Cold hysteria welled up inside me. How big was this box? How much air was in here? How long would it last? How long could I survive here?

      I sucked in a deep breath in reaction to the limited supply of oxygen. My lungs screamed. It hurt like someone had stabbed me with a knife. I groaned in pain.

      It felt like I hadn’t breathed in a while. I tried to think back—nothing.

      I gasped for air for a minute, shorter or longer, I had no track of time at all. It took some deep breaths to even my breathing and after a while I started to perceive more than the darkness itself. I suddenly saw the darkness and what lay behind it, I saw the wood, the water dripping in from slits on the sides, I smelled the wood around me, and I smelled wet earth.

      Knowing I had to get out of here if I wanted to survive, I screamed for help.

      No answer, no noise at all. Nothing but the dripping water.

      I balled my hands into fists, wanting to hit the wood above my chest in the hope someone would hear the noise and get me out. I took another deep breath and my hand soared up above my chest. I expected the wood to hurt my knuckles as they hit the surface but I felt nothing but the soft resistance of the wall above me. My hand punched through it effortlessly.

      Muddy earth ran down my arm and into the space of the wooden box. I felt stones and grime between my fingers as I stretched them. More earth fell onto my chest as I moved my arm to feel around. It quickly swallowed the air around me.

      I had no other choice now but to get out—quick—or I would drown in the mud. I would be buried.

      Panicking, I punched the boards above me with my other hand and hit my knees up to break my way through the wood.

      A mass of earth rushed down onto my body and I struggled, taking one last deep breath. I tried to move my body as if I was swimming and finally made my way up. After some time my lungs burned from the lack of oxygen, and I became light headed.

      I fought against the weight pushing me down, pushing back as hard as possible. I was soaked and stones cut every inch of my skin they could reach as I worked my way up.

      Little stars were dancing before my eyes as one of my outstretched hands finally broke free of the earthy mass. I pushed harder and my other hand and my arms followed.

      A few seconds later I pulled my head out and inhaled deeply, relieved.

      It wasn’t dark here. The moon was shining, tinting everything in a bluish cold light. I looked at the marble gravestone I was facing. It read, Here lies Adam Jonathan Gallager, beloved son and brother.
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        I love good and pleasure, I hate evil and pain, I want to be happy and I am not mistaken in believing, that people, angels and even demons have those same inclinations.

        Nicolas Malebranche
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            Prologue

          

          Jaden

        

      

    

    
      What are nineteen years compared to the eternity of a millennium? I asked myself as I looked at her tormented face. She seemed older than she was when comprehension was written all heavy on her face like that.

      I felt her pain in my own body. It was almost unbearable. How did this fragile form stand that all-consuming ache?

      I had felt many fosterlings’ pain. Too many times I had suffered with them. It was my duty as their guardian angel. It was a burden. It made me feel incomplete—human. I hated to be bound to feel with them—I couldn’t live without it; it was my destiny. As long as I shall live I was going to suffer over and over again.

      But this girl was different. I hated that I was willingly suffering with her. I would suffer for her now if that was possible. She wasn’t mine to look after, not any more. Still, I couldn’t help caring about her—more than was good for one ancient supernatural such as me.

      Her mouth twitched as she rolled over to one side. I sat still, motionless, glad that she had finally fallen asleep. I wanted to give her as much time to rest, to escape, as possible. I owed her that.

      My hand lay on hers. The contact they made comforted me. It made it feel more real that she was still there. When I had seen her crouching on the roof I thought that I had lost her, that she was going to disappear into the darkness like her angel.

      She hadn’t. Instead, she was lying here with me, pale and breakable.

      “Adam,” her weak whisper touched my ears. “Adam…Adam,” over and over again.

      He wasn’t the one to suffer with her, the one to be here, anytime, to look after her. He was dead. And still it was his name that was escaping her lips, not mine…

      It wasn’t just an eternity of suffering, it was an eternity of inequity, too.

      I squeezed her hand softly one last time before I left her to her fate and took off to follow my other duties…
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          Claire

        

      

    

    
      The room looked the same as always, except for the feathers which were floating midair. They were a shiny white. They looked soft and strong at the same time.

      I lifted my eyes to the ceiling, half-expecting to find strings holding the feathers in place. Instead of strings and a ceiling, I found cloudless, blue skies. A light breeze was playing with my hair, drawing strands of it upwards, letting them float like Medusa’s snaky curls. The feathers hung motionless. They seemed to not be affected by the soft stream of air at all.

      Above me a shadow circled in the sky. It had a human shape with two large wings spreading left and right from his shoulders.

      “Adam,” I called to the shadow. “How can you stay up in the air when the feathers of your wings are down here?”

      I watched him circle for a while before he answered.

      “Yes—,” He looked down at his wings. “I suppose you—re right,” he simply said, and then, without further warning, he plunged from the sky. With a loud noise, he crashed to the ground.

      “Adam!” I knelt down beside him, cautiously, on the wooden floor of my room. He was hunched under the window. The shine of a million stars was lighting the space around him.

      “Are you alright, Adam?”

      With a feeling of utter terror creeping through my body, I took in the sight. His wings weren’t the same as I remembered them. Instead of white feathers covering the surface, there was thin air filling the gaps between forks of pale bone...

      I woke up with a scream stuck in my throat. I had stopped letting the screams escape after a few days. The dreams kept returning and there was nothing I could do about it. Even if I could, nothing would change—he would still be gone forever, rotting in a coffin somewhere beneath the cold ground.

      Get a grip, I told myself although I knew it wouldn’t help. I shook out of the quilt and reluctantly got to my feet. The floor was filled with shadows which drew dark lines and shapes across the room starting under the window. Through the glass I could see countless stars in the dark winter sky. Half-expecting to find Adam hunching on the floor beneath, my gaze shot back down even though I knew what I would see there. Nothing but bare wood.

      Relax, I told myself. I was sure it wouldn’t help. The distress of the former weeks crushed down on me with full weight. I saw images—images I’d rather lock up in the darkest corner of my mind. Images of a perfect creature being smashed by the force of evil. Images of Adam being killed by demons.

      The fact that I’d been in love with a man who had turned out to be an angel was growing more irrelevant by the hour, and so was the fact that he had been killed. The only fact relevant now was that he had been killed because of me, to protect me, that it was entirely my fault that he was dead. And he had taken a piece of my soul with him because I was the one who had made him spread his wings for the very first time—I was his catalyst, his mark. Our souls had been interlinked, twined forever—or as long as both of us lived. The moment one of us died, the other would suffer forever with the pain of losing the other—or go insane.

      I wondered if I would be able to recognize insanity if I went mad. It surely felt like I had. Hardly an hour passed without my mind brimming with images of Adam. Every moment, waking or sleeping, he was there, filling my thoughts.

      No matter how many times my sister Sophie and her boyfriend Ian had tried to talk to me and make me feel better, it seemed I was resistant to any type of better. All I knew was the constant dark cloud obscuring my vision and my feelings, the ache inside my heart that felt like someone was wrapping it up with barbed wire, the desperate wish to evade this feeling of utter inchoateness for even a fraction of a second.

      I turned on the spot, and without bothering to switch a light on, made my way out of the room and down the hall to the bathroom. The door swung open willingly under the pressure of my fingers. Behind it, darkness stretched. I found the darkness welcome. It was a perfect match for my inner being. My hands searched the room for the basin and twisted the handle of the tap for cold water.

      The melodic sound of cool liquid trickling from metal to ceramic ceased the continuous flow of thoughts, and calmed my mind for a moment. I held my hands out to wet them, then pressed the palms to my face. I barely felt them. My body was still numb with the shock of the past events. I sat down on the edge of the bathtub and decided to just stay there and listen.

      The water reminded me of Adam. I could almost hear the pattering of the rain on that day we’d sat in Noel’s coffee shop. The barbed wire tore through my heart afresh as images of the two of us were stealing their way into my mind—Adam and I, sitting inside, talking, kissing, while outside tons of water pouring from the sky were covering the ground with a ruffled film of wet.

      Unable to stand the sound—and the memories it brought up—I got back to my feet after a minute or two and turned off the tap with a groan. I sank to the floor in shame and pain and buried my face in my hands, not wanting to believe that once again I was destroyed and adrift. After I had lost my parents in a car accident a few years ago, I had never wanted to see myself grieve like that over anything again. I had been determined to be strong and live my life with my sister, who was my only living relative. But all the quiet of my small, but well-structured, existence had been whirled around by the most beautiful creature I had ever seen. Adam. I had fallen in love with an angel who had brought me back to life, given me a reason to smile and be happy again, and had made me more confident and courageous than I had ever thought I could be.

      And here I was—back to mourning, back to pain—torn and broken like I had never been before. I heard my quiet sobs reflecting off the bathroom walls as I tried to stifle them in my forearms. Still sobs continued to shake me until another sound mixed with them: footsteps coming from the corridor.

      “Claire?” It was my sister’s voice.

      The door swung open and I lifted my head to look at her as she entered the room.

      “What’s the matter, Claire?” Sophie’s voice was cautious as she crouched beside me without touching. I could sense how frightened and uncertain she was about how to handle this little drama in the middle of the night, and I loved her for trying, not just now but ever since that awful phone call to tell her Adam was dead.

      We both knew that I wasn’t stable right now. I hadn’t been in a while. I was happy enough to live through the endless seeming days and cold and dark nights. Sophie didn’t ask too many questions. Instead, she acknowledged my loss as a valid reason for my tormented mood, and I was grateful. I couldn’t stand another minute explaining why I was feeling like my heart had been ripped from my chest—the true reason would never be spoken between us. Sophie couldn’t know the truth about Adam, and that left me helpless and alone in my misery.

      “Can’t sleep,” I lied without hesitation. I didn’t want her to know that I was still being haunted by the ghosts of the tragedy. I wanted to appear stable to the rest of the world. It helped me stay coherent, at least for a while, when I acted like everything was fine; but usually my mind didn’t let me trick myself into believing that was the case for too long. After a very short phase of numbness, the pain returned—always. How I wished it wouldn’t.

      “Come on,” Sophie held out her hand for me and waited for me to take it. “I’ll make you hot milk with honey.”

      She smiled at me with this far too motherly expression in her eyes.

      “Honestly, Sophie,” I said as I ignored her hand and scrambled to my feet on my own. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “But I want to,” she said as we both walked barefoot, downstairs.

      “You’ve dreamed of him again, haven’t you?” Sophie asked carefully, not taking her eyes off the mug of milk as she poured.

      It didn’t take a word to let her know she was right—my silence gave away more than I intended.

      “It will stop,” she placed the mug in the microwave. “It will stop. You’ll be better soon.”

      The door of the microwave was startlingly loud as it snapped shut under her Sophie’s hand.

      “—like with mom and dad, remember? You’ll be better.”

      I snorted in reply.

      “I know you think you won’t—but you will. You’ll see. In a few weeks or months...”

      “Pfff”, I dismissed her assurances with a disdainful puff of breath.

      “Or years or decades,” I finished her sentence sarcastically. “—how about maybe never?”

      Sophie watched me for a few seconds. The ringing sound of the microwave announcing that the milk was ready made us both turn our heads. She fetched the mug out from behind the glass-door and spooned in some honey.

      Immediately I was sorry when she merely pressed her lips together and handed me the mug.

      “Drink,” she commanded gently, “you’ll be able to sleep.”

      I took the mug from her hands and carried it up to my room. I heard her climbing the stairs behind me.

      “Thanks,” I said over my shoulder, putting remorse in my voice and closing the door quietly behind me. I switched on the light and turned to my bed.

      Clang! The mug hit the floor where it shattered to pieces, soaking the pair of jeans that lay beside my desk with milk.

      I had stared at the bed for only a few seconds before I heard Sophie’s knock on my door.

      “Are you alright, Claire?” Her voice sounded through the wood.

      “Yes, I’m fine,” I said, trying to keep my voice casual. “Just bumped my knee.”

      “Sure?”

      I turned back and opened the door only a few inches, blocking the view of my room from her.

      “I’m fine. I don’t know about the bed-frame, though.” I forced a smile.

      Would she buy that? She smiled back at me with relief.

      “Good night then,” Sophie said.

      “Yeah, good night,” I repeated, the tone of my voice climbing up nervously.

      Sophie turned and walked back to her room. I didn’t move until I heard the click of her bedroom door and then I whirled around furiously to face the bed.

      “Sorry,” Jaden said before I could open my mouth to speak. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      I eyed the beautiful creature sitting on my bed for a while. His incredibly golden hair shifted a little as he tilted his head apologetically.

      Disarmed, I could only sigh. Jaden, my guardian angel. He deserved an outburst from me, I thought.

      After doing everything to keep me alive after Adam’s death, Jaden had eventually left me to myself. I had been expecting him to stay with me to ease my pain and help me through the darkest days of my life. To reassure me that all the supernatural forces I had felt with Adam’s coming into my life had not completely abandoned me after his death.

      Instead he had disappeared, leaving me to figure it all out on my own—how to get up every morning from unrefreshing sleep, how to go to school and come home again, how to keep my friends as friends, and how not be a burden to my sister. How to want to go on living in the torture chamber of my life after Adam.

      I was basically alone now, all dependent on my self-motivation and ability to take good care of myself—an ability I appeared to have lost long ago, in another, unreal-seeming time that was only a hazy memory of happiness to me.

      We looked at each other for a few seconds while I could feel my anger returning, and with it the desire to chastise him.

      “So, where have you been?” I whispered, grimacing the words as if I was screaming them at him, and choosing to overlook the reality that I didn’t know the first thing about how angels worked. Or, for that matter, why. Which meant it was a stupid question.

      After the countless times he had turned up out of thin air beside me, I shouldn’t be surprised he had done so yet again.

      Jaden was my age today, a choice he usually made when we appeared together in public. In truth, he was nearly a thousand years old and could assume any age he pleased. I had seen him appear as a seventy-year-old man and a seven-year-old boy. His twenty-year-old self looked dazzling. In the back of my mind I wondered why he had chosen that appearance tonight since there was no one else around.

      “I was unable to get in contact for a while,” Jaden said softly.

      “Okay,” I responded sourly and bent down to mop up the spilled milk with a towel. “Do I get to know why?”

      I wasn’t going to let him off the hook with just that.

      “Claire, it’s complicated.” Jaden tried to excuse his absence.

      “Try me,” I challenged. “I think I can keep up.”

      And suddenly, irrationally, my tears began to flow. I was overwhelmed by feelings of loneliness and emptiness. Adam was gone, and Jaden seemed to be playing games about whether he was in or out of my life. I was caught half-in and half-out of a world of the supernatural with no one I could share that with. I had decided that Chris, Adam’s father and an angel himself, was off limits to me as I didn’t  want to bother him while he dealt with his own grief. Almost certainly I would be hunted to the death by Adam’s killers and there was nothing I could do about it. Even Jaden would not be able to save me, assuming Jaden would even be there. I had never felt weaker or more alone. I was crushed beneath a weight I didn’t understand and couldn’t fight off.

      I closed my eyes to prevent more liquid from escaping past them.

      “Don’t cry, Claire.” Jaden’s voice whispered beside my ear. His hand curled around my neck and pulled my head against his shoulder.

      My eyes flew open reflexively. He must have teleported from the bed to my chair the second I had closed my eyes. Without a doubt he had read my emotions—a mixture of being positively angry with him for leaving me alone, my grief for Adam, and the all consuming fear of what was going to become of me, combined with constant pain flaring in my insides like flames licking my body, soul, and psyche.

      “Shhhh—” Jaden pulled me tight to him. “I’m here. No need to worry now.”

      I dug my fingers into his shoulders to prove to myself that he wasn’t a hallucination—I didn’t trust myself with anything these days. If it wasn’t for the constant pain, I would sometimes be a hundred percent sure it had been a dream; but it hadn’t, and Jaden being here with me was living proof.

      My guardian angel cradled me in his arms and hummed to me soothingly. He didn’t complain about my fingers clawing him. I felt more tears wet my face and soak his shirt. The way he held me comforted me a little. It took away the anger, the fear—but not the pain. The pain was too intangible to ease it with a physical touch. It was too real in every fiber of myself.

      “I’m glad you’re back,” I sobbed into his shirt. I was sure he felt the relief that was flowing through me that very second. “Will you stay for a while?”

      “I’m not sure how long I can.”

      I felt his body stiffen as he felt my disappointment.

      “But, I’m here now. Don’t worry for the moment. I’ll stay as long as I possibly can.”

      For some reason his words didn’t convince me I wouldn’t be alone within minutes again.

      I tore away, out of his embrace, and tried to catch his gaze.

      “What’s kept you away?”

      Jaden’s eyes turned to the ceiling. They were unnaturally golden in the artificial light that was brightening my room in this very early hour of the day.

      “Do you think you can pop up in my life, keep me from killing myself, and then vanish like nothing happened—” I accused.

      “There is hardly anything I can do.” Jaden’s voice was cold and controlled, the usual softness in his eyes gone. He took a step away from me and leaned against my desk where he froze into a statue.

      “What do you mean, can do?”

      Happy as I had been to have him back a second ago, he was strongly irritating me now.

      “As I said—complicated.” The dissatisfying answer shot from his unmoving lips in an unmelodious flow.

      I turned so I faced him fully.

      “As I said—I can keep up.” I pointed a finger at him and touched the fingertip to his chest. “Shoot!”

      Jaden’s eyes wandered off again, searching the room for something, I imagined could be the right words, before they locked on mine.

      “You don’t want to know everything—believe me.”

      I coughed at his words. “I think I very well know what I want and what I don’t.” The way he looked at me made me feel like a misbehaving little child.

      “Believe me—knowing that I wasn’t there is enough information. You don’t necessarily need to know where I have been and what has kept me.” The words seemed a little bit more like an excuse than an explanation. The way he was rolling his gaze across the walls while he talked to me gave me a vague idea of how bad the truth might be.

      “Just tell me you weren’t held by the demons,” I stressed. An image of Jaden’s body, bent under the force of Volpert’s power, shot up in my head. I could almost hear him scream in pain as my imagination played me a vivid movie of my worst fears.

      The fear was certainly plain on my face. I could tell by the way Jaden darted towards me and cupped my face in his hand.

      “No,” he said, almost toneless.

      I felt my psyche snapping again. Tears were blurring my vision, making my lashes stick together in blond clusters around the rims of my eyes.

      “Don’t you worry about me,” he said with a smile that looked almost natural. “I can take good care of myself.”

      I nodded halfheartedly.

      “You should go back to sleep.” Jaden took my arm and led me to the bed with gentle force. “You’ve got school tomorrow.”

      I let him press me down and tuck me under the blanket. He sat down beside me and took one of my hands into his.

      “Cry if you need to,” he said. “It’s okay. Nothing is going to be better if you don’t.”

      “It hurts, Jaden—so much I’m not sure I’m able to live through this for much longer.” It felt so good not having to hide anything. With Jaden I could be myself, whether I wanted to or not.

      “I know—” he squeezed my hand and smiled wryly. “I am feeling whatever you feel—right now it’s almost unbearable.”

      I rolled my head to the side as Jaden reached out to touch my cheek. He stroked it once. “You’re so much stronger than you give yourself credit for.”

      A second later, he had vanished from my bed and the switch of the light clicked the room into darkness. Another second and Jaden’s weight reappeared beside me. He had teleported over to the switch and back.

      A soft golden glow was hovering over me—Jaden’s eyes. They were staring at me out of the darkness.

      “Time to sleep.”

      Jaden’s hand pressed down on mine and I felt myself drifting into blackness. The last thought I could form was the wish that I would finally wake up from this nightmare. Then everything went dark.

      

      The alarm clock tore me from the first restful hours I had had in weeks. I knew I had to get up, find some clothes, and get presentable for school, but my eyelids were too heavy right now to lift them. I liked Saturdays and Sundays better. On the weekends I wasn’t forced to go outside and be around people—something that had been exhausting me lately. I lay there, listening to the alarm, for a short while—a minute, maybe less—before I reluctantly lifted my hand to mute the noise. On the way from under the blanket to my bedside table my hand bumped into something warm and hard. My eyes fluttered open in surprise.

      “Good morning, Claire,” Jaden greeted me from unexpectedly close by. My hand was lying against his chest where it had hit it. He was resting on his side on the edge of my bed, propped on his elbow, his head in his hand. “Wait a second.”

      He turned around in a swift movement and silenced the alarm. Then he turned back and eyed me critically.

      “You don’t look rested at all—though you looked like you did rest in the last couple of hours. Your eyes were closed and your breathing even, at least.”

      “I had a dreamless sleep.” I sat up and shook out of the blanket. “That’s good, I suppose.” But seeing Jaden meant I hadn’t dreamed the last weeks. It meant that everything was real. And that was how I still felt. Empty and aching.

      I left Jaden lying on my bed and got to my feet to hurry through the morning routine. I didn’t even look at the clothes I was pulling out of the closet. I didn’t care whether the colors matched, I just slipped into them, trying to keep a grip on myself as long as possible. If I had to go to school today, I didn’t want to make a fool of myself, sobbing through the lessons—again. I just wanted to vanish for a while, become invisible to the world. This was why I had done only the most necessary things during the past weeks and spent most of my free time at home in my room. I felt a little safer there than elsewhere.

      “Should I take you?” Jaden stood beside me and watched me tie my shoelaces with a worried expression on his young face.

      I shot him an ambivalent frown. I didn’t want to be alone outside, but I didn’t want to attract attention either, and I definitely would when Jaden was with me. He was quite a looker and simply everybody would notice us entering the school grounds together. I also feared the endless stream of questions my friend Amber would throw at me the moment we would be alone. Jaden would be her type—tall, beautiful, mysterious. I didn’t want her to be put in any danger because of the people I was being surrounded with.

      “Er—no, thank you.”

      “Sure?” He ran his hand through strands of golden hair which were dancing on his forehead as he looked down at me. “I was headed in that direction anyway—I could drive you.”

      I examined my shoes for a second, buying time before I got to my feet.

      “Maybe if you drop me off far enough from the entrance so nobody asks questions—”

      “Sure—” He opened the front door for me.

      I half-expected Nigel, my cat, to be waiting outside, looking at me with big yellow eyes, but he was gone. Demons had killed him to hurt me, to give me a sign that they could get to me anywhere, anytime. I had understood and I still felt like they might pop up any second, aiming for me this time. But in reality, outside everything was exactly like it should be at the end of a cold February. The sun was still hiding behind thick clouds and the dim light told me that winter wouldn’t be over for a while.

      Sophie’s car was already gone. I figured she was at the campus early for some reason. I hadn’t heard her get up and leave the house. On the end of the driveway, a very elegant slate-colored car was parked under a leafless tree.

      “Since when do you own a car?” I asked surprised as he led the way to the gray vehicle. “I thought you travel by teleporting.”

      “Usually I do, but right now I’m in need of a presentable, human way of locomotion.” His eyes glimmered mysteriously as he quickly looked at the handle of the shiny gray door.

      He got into the car and waited for me to climb in on the passenger side.

      “Do you like it?” he asked in an unusually insecure voice.

      “It’s a nice ride.” I had a quick look at the interior. “A bit flashy, maybe.”

      Jaden started the engine and we rolled off toward Aurora High School. I watched the houses fly by outside. A knot was forming in my stomach, big enough to fill my entire torso. The pain in my heart was throbbing constantly. I was glad I had at least managed to have seemingly normal conversations with everyone at school. My fellow students would think I was depressed or sad but they wouldn’t know I was in continuous pain. Only Jaden would know. And he didn’t comment on it all the time. He very well knew there was hardly anything he could do about how I felt. All he could do was stay with me and suffer with me. And it was a lot more than I would ever expect anyone to do for me. Nobody should suffer like that. It was inhuman.

      “Just drop me off here.” I pointed at a driveway a few streets from the school buildings.

      Jaden pulled in and let me get out of the car.

      “Thanks for dropping me off—and thank you for staying with me last night. In fact, it was a lot more restful than all the other nights since—” I swallowed and let my chin sink down.

      Jaden nodded, understanding without me finishing the sentence.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “When will you come back?” I asked through the open door. My hand clamped the handle fiercely, as if I could hold the car in place with only my grip.

      “We will meet sooner than you expect.” He winked at me.

      Hesitantly, my fingers detached from the cold metal. The door fell shut with a noise that said very expensive car and Jaden half-opened the passenger window.

      “Take care,” he said through the gap, and then rolled off into the morning traffic of Aurora.

      My eyes followed the gray car until they couldn’t make it out in the stream of vehicles.

      It was a raw morning and the sidewalks were damp. After a minute of walking I reached the parking lot. It was full of students who were all heading toward the main building. I quietly filed in between people I didn’t know and made my way down the hall toward the classroom. I knew that my chances of staying unnoticed were infinitesimally small. Somehow though, I hoped that Amber, Lydia, and Gregory, my best friends, would realize I wasn’t in the mood to be social. I honestly wished they wouldn’t mind me staying the passive element of our clique. All I wanted was to be, to exist—I couldn’t handle more. Existing and not feeling was my biggest desire. Since I couldn’t escape the barbed wire tearing through my heart and what was left of my soul, all I could do was live through another day, tormented by memories and ashamed that my emotions were so obvious on my face. Having my friends around me would give me a somewhat secure space to exist.

      I stepped though the classroom door, my books clamped tightly to my chest as if to shield myself from the looks I knew would be coming my way. I was used to heads turning in my direction. It happened every day. People thought they knew the story and they did, to a degree. They knew the official story I had given out. My boyfriend committed suicide one night at a party. What else they thought they knew, I couldn’t tell. We had had a fight? He had been high? He had been mentally unstable all along, and showed up suddenly at our school because he needed to get away from where people knew his history? And certainly there was speculation about my role in his death. I was either a fool to fall so hard for a guy with no provable past, or I was an awful person, capable of ruining a nice guy’s life. Some people’s eyes told me it was my fault Adam had felt an irresistible death wish. The way they looked at me didn’t leave any doubts. For a week or so I had wondered what they might be thinking, but then I figured out that needing to know was just one more weight on my heart and I was better off blocking it out.

      I pretended not to notice the secretive whispering behind my back. I didn’t care anymore who it was or what they said. Nothing they thought or shared was of any concern to me anymore. Getting through the days was all that mattered. I didn’t pay attention to the way they looked away, blushing, when I caught them staring or whispering.

      I sat in the back row all the time now, invisible to my classmates—which was what I wanted to be. And I was grateful that my teachers, at least for the moment, left me alone. It was a good place to hide from their gazes during classes. Most of the teachers didn’t bother to ask me anything—they knew I wouldn’t have an answer for them, no matter what the question would be.

      Sophie had insisted on me going back to school a few days after the funeral. She said it would be the best way to get my life back. She had pried on me for a while, monitoring me closely for signs of an eating disorder, like after our parents’ deaths, knowing that could derail my life all by itself. But I went to school every day and I ate reasonably well, and I could hold a sensible conversation, so that gave her hope that things would work out okay eventually. I said nothing to her about any recovery I expected to make. She had no idea Adam’s death wasn’t as simple as it seemed and that the indescribable fear, suffering, and horror I had experienced went far, far beyond the tragic loss of a friend and the ending of a teenage romance. What the loss of Adam, and his violent death, had done to me was irreparable.

      As I reached the back of the classroom, Lydia joined me at a table.

      “Hey Claire,” she smiled at me, kind and warm like the person she was.

      I gave her what messed up curved line my mouth remembered a smile to feel like in return. From the way it felt on my face, I was positive that it looked like a distorted grimace.

      “How was your weekend?” Amber joined us. She took a seat in the row before us and turned around in her chair to talk to us.

      “Not so good.”

      I knew without looking that Lydia was rolling her eyes.

      “Richard and I had a fight—again.”

      Richard was the younger brother of Ian, Sophie’s boyfriend. Lydia and Richard had met at our house at one of Sophie’s college parties and clicked immediately. They made a cute couple. Although lately it seemed the course of true love was not running smooth. I had a hard time staying interested in their boring little squabbles. Instead of trying, I stared out the window and scanned the parking lot, searching for distraction. It was only feeling a new energy in the room that brought me back. Students were shifting in their chairs and there was a wave of nudging, giggling, and whispering.

      “—and will finish this last year of school at Aurora High. Please give him a warm welcome,” Ms. Fields finished, and there was a smattering of applause while a couple of the more outgoing boys aired their social savvy by saying welcome and glad to meet you.

      I would have looked up front to see what the commotion was about, except that at that very second a private little lightning bolt immobilized me. From my seat, I could see a car in the parking lot that somehow stood out in the humdrum line of student vehicles. It was a very nice car. It was slate-colored. And a little flashy.
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      My eyes snapped to the front of the class. A pair of awesomely golden eyes stared back at me.

      “I hope you’ll like it here, Mr. Ableton,” Ms. Fields said to him. “There is a free seat in the second row. Just on the left, over there.” She pointed at a table near Gregory. I hadn’t noticed him come in and sit down there, just as I hadn’t noticed our new student enter the classroom.

      “Thank you, Ms. Fields.” The sound of his voice was soothing, even when he didn’t talk to me.

      I watched him walk over to where the teacher had directed him. His movements were smooth and elegant—worthy of an immortal. He wore jeans and an ordinary, black long-sleeved shirt. The clothes were hiding his majestic posture in usualness.

      Not a girl in the room wasn’t looking at him, those slim hips and broad shoulders sliding gracefully into his seat, and that impossibly golden hair. Even Ms. Fields’ eyes followed him with curiosity.

      Before he glided into his seat, Jaden turned toward me for a second. I saw a slight glow in his eyes, though it could have been the reflection of the light. I didn’t trust my senses these days.

      Once Jaden was seated, Ms. Fields returned to normal and began to talk about an upcoming test—she was determined to teach us something useful. It was clear none of the girls were likely to grasp anything just then.

      “Geez,” I muttered and earned a dirty look from Amber, who was obviously fascinated

      If any of them knew what he was—

      I imagined Jaden telling them his true age or changing his appearance to that of a sixty-year-old man—then they wouldn’t be that excited.

      I got through the first class of the day by spending my time building various scenarios of what Jaden’s story would be. Would it be a standard my-parents-moved-so-I-had-no-choice-story or a scary I-really-did-bad-stuff-at-another-school-and-they-strongly-suggested-a-change-of-scenery-would-be-good-for-all-concerned-story—I was looking forward to what he had made up.

      I wished I could read minds so I would know what Jaden was up to. It was very likely that he had chosen to play the student in order to keep a closer eye on me during the days and I didn’t know if I liked the idea or not. Another, but unlikely intention, could be a wish to feel human—but this would be too much of a coincidence.

      The bell tore me from my thoughts. I hadn’t copied one of the calculations from the blackboard to my notebook. Instead, I had scribbled meaningless patterns. I didn’t even look at them as I put the notebook away into my bag.

      “Biology next,” Lydia told me, sounding impatient.

      “What’s up?” I quizzed, studying her face.

      “You don’t look too happy,” I told her.

      “I was just wondering what they all want with him—” She nodded to the scene across the room. Jaden was literally trapped at his desk, surrounded by students, mostly the girls and especially Amber, who was perched on his table and playing with a strand of her black hair while flashing a fabulous smile.

      Jaden seemed somewhat lost between the bunch of girls fighting for his attention. I could only guess what was going on inside him right now. If he felt every single thing they were feeling, he might become overwhelmed within seconds—but then, Jaden was an old angel and could probably handle it. Most likely he had experienced situations like these before.

      “Like we couldn’t guess what’s going on,” I said sarcastically. I slung my bag over my shoulder. “Let’s get going. If we’re fast we might snatch a seat in the back of the biology class.”

      Lydia nodded and we headed out of the room into the corridor. Jaden didn’t look up as we hurried past him. I interpreted it as a sign he preferred pretending like we didn’t know each other.

      “Wait a second!” Gregory joined us a few steps outside the door. “Can you believe it? This guy sets foot into our school and within seconds all the chicks are freaking out.”

      “I don’t know what they see in him—” I said, trying to sound casual and disinterested. But I felt a little off-balance, suddenly awake to Jaden’s remarkable beauty that shone so brilliantly when compared to the ordinary boys at Aurora High.

      Until now, I had never fully appreciated how beautiful he was. I had always had other things on my mind when he had been around. Pain and guilt and fear. I had never looked at him that way. For me, he had been the one who had taken care of me when I had most needed it, even when I hadn’t known I needed him—age or looks hadn’t played a role in our relationship. I had seen him as a young boy, as well as an old man. There was hardly any way I could see him as the normal teenager he pretended to be.

      “Yeah,” Gregory nodded. “He’s just a new student, for heaven’s sake. Nobody paid attention to us on our first school day here.”

      “I remember something different,” I disagreed.

      “That’s because you joined when we’d been having classes together for a year or two. You were the new mysterious girl.”

      “I wasn’t.” I chewed my fingernails while we were walking down the corridor to the biology class. I remembered my first day here too well. I had been all alone at first, but it hadn’t taken long until people had started showing interest in me. I had spent most of the breaks in the bathroom, hiding from people, unable to feel comfortable in crowds like these. Gregory, Lydia, and Amber had been the only people being kind to me. They hadn’t been nosy. They had just helped me find my classrooms and sat with me during lunch breaks, letting me eat in silence, telling me a bit about themselves, the school, the town. I hadn’t felt the pressure to tell them everything. They had just let me be who I was. It hadn’t taken long for me to feel comfortable in Aurora, and they were the reason why I had been able to blend in so well, so fast.

      “It’s just unfair he gets all the attention—” Gregory went on complaining.

      “Oh come on, Greg,” I said, perhaps a little too brusquely if I was supposed to be disinterested in the new boy. “Suck it up! They’ll do that ‘till he decides on one of them and the rest of them will sulk and go back to doing whatever they’ve done before.”

      I could already imagine how Jaden would eventually fall for one of them—some of the girls in my year were very pretty—and then abandon his primal plan—whatever it was. I just hoped he wouldn’t be in biology. The feeling of constant observation was something I honestly didn’t appreciate. I hoped Jaden knew.

      As we turned around the corner and walked in, the classroom was empty. I chose a seat in the back corner of the room and settled there. Lydia and Gregory sat down beside me.

      “You look better today,” Lydia commented.

      “Probably because I slept at least a few hours,” I answered darkly.

      “Probably,” Lydia commented, not pressing any deeper into the topic. She knew that I didn’t talk about Adam. The usual pain tore through my body with the barbed wire cutting through my heart as Adam’s name sprang to mind. This topic was an absolute no-go and she completely respected that all the time.

      The plan had been to get to biology early enough to find seats in the back and it worked all too well.

      We had five minutes to kill before the room began to fill up and I occupied myself by staring uncomprehendingly at the writing on the blackboard. Amber was the last to arrive. Amber and Jaden, actually. I couldn’t quite tell if Jaden had fallen for her charms yet, but it was plain that Amber had fallen for his. She sparkled and shone as she nabbed two chairs next to each other at the front and turned the full light of her lovely eyes on him, not taking any notice of us sitting in the back.

      For a second or two, my stomach twisted. It was a pang of jealousy. Jaden hadn’t even looked at me, not to mention talked to me. Maybe his showing up at school didn’t have anything to do with keeping an eye on me. Maybe he really just wanted to experience high school again—had he been in high school before? I was positive he knew everything he needed for a university diploma and more; but had he, in all his years of existence, ever attended school?

      I watched them for a while until Mr. Jackson, the biology teacher, claimed our attention. It took less than a minute before my thoughts wandered off once more and I began replaying Adam’s death in my head. I remembered the roof as clearly as if I was standing there right now. The sound of the gravel being stepped on by heavy shoes was vividly present in my ears. I could almost feel the cold night air and then I saw Adam being hit by the ray of silver light shooting from the demons’ hands, Adam falling backwards off the roof, spreading his wings, looking at me with his beautiful green eyes—

      I took a deep breath. How could it be that even if I didn’t want to think of him, my mind knew little more to ponder about than him. It was self-destructive, the way he kept springing to my thoughts. Everything reminded me of him, even the most ordinary things like a water faucet or a coffee cup or a flower; like the red rose I had thrown onto his coffin before the wet earth had swallowed him forever at the funeral.

      A tear ran down my cheek before I could get a grip on myself. I quickly dried it with the sleeve of my shirt. I was surprised as I took in the color of the shirt. It was light blue. How on earth had I ended up wearing a light blue shirt when everything inside me was bleeding. I felt more like black or gray at least. Making a mental note to start caring about what I put on in the mornings, I forced my attention back to the classroom.

      Mr. Jackson was talking about DNA and RNA and how the body was able to reproduce its own chromosomes. Only some of the students were paying attention. I tried to, but found myself unable to keep track for longer than a few minutes.

      Amber was copying notes into her book. I watched her hair moving on her shoulder as she kept writing. She seemed concentrated on what she was doing—unlike Jaden. He had turned his head to the side. His eyes were directed at the back of the class—at me. A big question mark was displaying on his face. He didn’t lower his gaze as I caught him staring at me. I felt myself blush and looked out of the window, hoping to hide my embarrassment, and then instantly remembered that Jaden felt whatever I was feeling anyway.

      It wasn’t too long before the bell saved me for the second time this day. I got to my feet and grabbed my things before I headed for the lockers where I swapped my books for my gym uniform.

      PE was the one class I looked forward to these days. It distracted me, kept me physically busy. All my thoughts, the pain, and my fear rested for a little while when I could run several laps or climb ropes. The way coach Laney expected us to give everything, forced me to remain focused on my muscles, my breathing, and my pulse. Everything else was forced to retreat into the background.

      Amber joined me as I ran my laps much too fast for warm up.

      “The new guy is so hot,” she told me between several rhythmical breaths.

      I didn’t look at her, but sped up a little instead.

      “He’s gorgeous and I walked him to biology in the morning. He’s really nice.” She slowed the talking, trying to keep pace with me.

      “You don’t know him, do you?” I threw at her, critically.

      “And you do?” she replied coolly.

      “Nope,” I breathed, well aware that sooner or later our paths would cross during classes and we eventually would have to talk. I honestly hoped nobody would notice that Jaden and I were quite familiar.

      “Well—I’m going to sit with him at lunch today.” She sounded almost proud. “And guess what—he asked.” With a wide grin, she pulled me off the field toward a small bench at the side of the gym. “I think he’s good-looking and nice and interested.”

      The way she was smiling told me that she really thought Jaden could be her new boyfriend sometime soon. Overenthusiastic as always, I thought to myself.

      “It’s just—” I was searching for the right words to caution but not discourage her. “—just take it slowly. You don’t know him and you don’t know what he thinks about you—I mean—it’s always likely a boy thinks you’re pretty, or hot—but you’ve seen this guy for the first time in your life today. Don’t fall in love with the idealistic first impression you got.” I tried to give her an encouraging smile, wondering what it would look like. “You don’t know what secrets he might have. Just be careful.”

      “Of course I will. I won’t find myself some weirdo who turns out to have psychiatric issues—I’m not stupid,” she said into the space between us.

      That hurt. I knew that Amber had never been able to completely like Adam, even when she had thought him to be a hot guy. She had told me more than once that he wasn’t good for me. Obviously she was convinced that he had had issues, given that he had killed himself; but what did she know about the truth—

      “Oh my God,” the look on Amber’s face changed completely within a fraction of a second. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      “It’s alright.” I didn’t want to hear whatever she was about to say. Being reminded of Adam that way was bad enough. It was almost unbearable to act like it was true that he had committed suicide when he had actually died at the hand of evil, protecting me from harm.

      I got back to my feet and filed in with the others, leaving Amber behind. I knew that I was being complicated and over-sensitive and easily irritated, but I couldn’t help it. Whatever effort I made to be the friend they had known, I failed, over and over again. I also failed to be the person I had become through my love for Adam. That part of me, full of joy and happiness, was gone. It seemed as if the part of my soul which had died, had been this part—the part Adam had touched with his warmth and his gentle nature. I was just a shadow of the person I used to be—

      Unwilling to think about it in any more detail, I shook my head and concentrated on the rhythm of my feet making contact with the floor.

      I still hadn’t calmed down by the time gym was over. I showered and changed as quickly as I could, folding my uniform neatly into the gym locker. Lydia was waiting for me at the door with her head tilted to one side, examining me with her big eyes.

      “Hungry?” she asked as I walked towards her and she turned in the door to join me on the way to the cafeteria.

      “Yes,” I nodded at her and we hurried off.

      When we were climbing the stairs to the main corridor I saw Amber and Jaden turn the corner to the cafeteria in front of us.

      “Do you think she knows what she’s doing?” I asked Lydia peevishly and was pleased to see her frown in response. We both watched them melt into the lunchroom crowd.

      “I hope so.”

      We followed them and lined up with the other students. Today’s lunch was broccoli soup, cheeseburger, and yogurt for dessert. The soup looked like an inedible green slime. I skipped soup and ordered the burger and dessert right away. Then I looked for a small, free table so Lydia and I could sit alone and I wouldn’t have to act like a cheerful version of me.

      “Have you done your essays for English and literature?” Lydia asked with an epic eyeroll.

      I shook my head and bit into the burger. It wasn’t very tasty, but it was huge and the vegetables inside at least looked fresh.

      “It’s annoying. I mean—we barely have time to work on our other subjects, let alone find free time to enjoy life!”

      “What life?” Gregory asked as he joined us at our table.

      “Greg’s right,” Lydia went on complaining. “What free time? Ms. Watts literally buries us with homework.”

      Ouch! Instantly scenes of the funeral flashed through my head without me being able to stop them.

      “—pay attention to what you’re saying—” I heard Gregory whisper to Lydia beside me.

      I didn’t care. I was caught in my memory, in my own head. I looked away and pretended I hadn’t heard either of them.

      As my gaze crossed the room, my eyes were locked mid-path by a pair of golden ones. They were almost liquid with warmth and full of sympathy.

      I need you, I thought at Jaden. I need to get out of here. I can’t stand another minute pretending to be fine. I am not fine. It hurt to admit it to myself. Luckily Jaden wouldn’t hear my thoughts—just feel how miserable I was.

      I sank into the depth of his eyes, longing for a minute or two without pain and incompleteness.

      “Claire?” A voice beside me tore me from my thoughts. “Are you going to eat your yogurt?”

      “No,” I answered absentmindedly.

      “Sure?” the voice asked.

      I looked down onto my tray. The burger was half-eaten and had gone cold and the yogurt sat untouched. My stomach felt full—full of food, of ache, of knives.

      “Go ahead, Greg.” I shoved the bowl towards him. “You can have it.”

      Without a second look, I turned to fall back into Jaden’s gaze; but he had turned back to Amber and was seemingly listening to whatever stories she was telling him. He looked so out of place—the way he sat, the way he moved, his irresistible smile that engulfed you completely, but still seemed a million miles away. He had watched over our foolish human race for more than nine-hundred years. He had saved countless lives and killed demons. He was no ordinary teenager and to someone looking attentively, wouldn’t it show? I wondered how long it would be before my classmates started noticing, started wondering, started talking.

      I sighed and lifted my tray in one hand, my bag in the other and got to my feet.

      “See you around,” I said to Gregory and Lydia before I left the cafeteria.

      Halfway through the door, Ms. Weaver called me from the corridor.

      “Miss Gabriel, can I have a word?”

      The way her eyebrows knit together as she asked me made me feel like I didn’t want to have to talk to her.

      “Actually, I’m in a hurry—” I tried.

      “Oh—I’ll be quick.” She gestured me to an empty classroom and I felt obliged to follow her.

      I entered the room behind her. The woman was near forty and somewhat pretty for her age. I inevitably remembered what Adam had told me about her—that she preferred women to men. I grinned—I had no problem having a lesbian teacher.

      Ms. Weaver turned and sat down on the teacher’s desk.

      “Please, sit down,” she gestured at a desk in the first row.

      I did as I was told. The longer the scene took, the more insecure I was feeling. Had I done something wrong? To be honest, I couldn’t remember most of the things I had done at school lately. I had been so distracted and caught up in the messed up situation of mine that I had hardly taken any notice what had been going on around me.

      Miss Weaver threw me a serious look before she started talking. “I’m worried, Claire. You did so well at the end of last semester, but it seems like all of your newly-gained excitement for history has died.”

      I coughed unintentionally.

      “I know you’ve had hard times—traumatic things happened in your life—but unless you take things into your own hands, you won’t get better.” Her eyes bore into mine, merciless. “I gave you almost a month to get back on your feet. It’s time for you to wake up and accept what happened. You need to start working again, pay attention in classes, study, homework—”

      I was having an out-of-body experience. Whatever had happened, it was none of her business.

      “I don’t want to tell you what to do or not to do, Claire, but if you keep going like this—I don’t think I’ll be able to give you a passing grade.”

      “We haven’t even had a test this semester,” I protested, waking up to the meaning of what she was trying to tell me.

      “You think so?” Ms. Weaver’s eyes were more serious than ever. “We did. You just didn’t take any notice.”

      “What?—When?”

      I was shocked. How could I miss such a thing?

      “A week ago.” She shook her head. “It was one of the lessons you decided too much for you. You stood up and left the room without a word.”

      I remembered something like that darkly. I had done that several times—whenever I had preferred not to cry in public. Damn!

      “Sorry,” I tried.

      “No need to be sorry,” Ms. Weaver told me. “I know how hard it is to lose the people you love—especially when you’re young and think there will never be anyone you could love as much as the one you lost...”

      She glanced away uncomfortably, giving her thoughts distance, “—but believe me, there’s always a way to overcome it.”

      Her head snapped back to me, her face back to normal. “Just promise you’ll put some effort into history in the next days. We have another exam next week and I don’t want to see you fail. Your future is too precious to just throw it away like that—because of things you had no influence on.”

      She gave me an understanding smile. “It’s not your fault he jumped off that roof.”

      I swallowed down the tears which were about to press their way out. “—anything else?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “Go ahead.”

      “Thank you,” I said, using all my strength to stay appropriate, although my voice was thick and quavery. I wanted to say just the opposite. I was furious and unstrung. I had to get out of there before I lost it.

      I bolted gracelessly from the desk and charged into the corridor. I didn’t remember deciding to hide in the bathroom, but seconds later, I was flinging the old red door open with such force it bounced noisily against the wall behind it and forced me to step in quickly to avoid the rebound.

      The bathroom was empty.

      I took a deep breath and looked into the mirror. I hardly recognized the girl staring back at me. Her face was a grimace of anger and pain. Unable to stand the vision of my face, I turned around and paced the small room several times.

      It seemed like my period of grace was over. People were expecting me to pay attention and to behave normal again. A few weeks were all they had given me. A few weeks to grieve, to mourn. A few weeks to dwell in self-pity. It made me want to cry out loud or hit something with my fists.

      None of them knew the truth. None of them had the right to tell me to move on. None of them had a clue about what was going on inside me—how it felt to live with only half your soul. I was drowning in people’s misinterpretation of my behavior.

      Full of frustration and despair, I punched the door of the nearest cubicle.

      “Ouch!” I cried aloud.

      I looked down to see my knuckles starting to bleed. Red liquid was escaping from small cuts in my skin.

      “Oh damn it—Jaden,” I whispered. “Where are you?”

      I felt utterly helpless just knowing that he was nearby, that he could heal me with just a touch of his hand, and he was the one person who would understand the pain in my soul.

      I had to pull myself together and go back to class. One deep breath and another and another, and I was ready—well, not ready at all to be honest, but as ready as I would get.

      Before I opened the door—gently this time—I rinsed my fingers at the sink, patting them more or less dry with a paper towel, then hustled out.

      The corridor was empty and I realized with a sinking feeling that I must be late. Sure enough, class had begun.

      “Sorry, I’m late,” I mumbled an apology to Ms. Watts as I scanned the room for an empty desk. There was just one. In the second row—right in front of Jaden.

      As I headed for the table, I noticed Amber sitting beside him. She was leaning a little too close for my taste. I gave her what should have become a half-smile, but I was positive my mouth hadn’t managed to curve the right way. She winked at me, radiating with joy.

      “When Ms. Gabriel has finally settled down somewhere I would appreciate to continue with my lecture,” Ms. Watts said blackly.

      “I said I was sorry, didn’t I?” I whispered to myself and hurried into the chair, dropping my bag to the floor beside me.

      “Homework, Ms. Gabriel.” Ms. Watts had followed me to my table and was holding out her hand.

      I wished for the floor to open and swallow me.

      “I’m sorry, I forgot it,” I said tonelessly.

      “Well, that’s too bad, isn’t it?” She turned around and marched off to the teacher’s desk where she wrote down something into her book. Then she stretched up and started talking about a book we apparently had had to read and I definitely hadn’t.

      I lived through the English lesson petrified by Ms. Weaver’s speech and Ms. Watts’s sudden harshness. I had to change something in the way I was handling my everyday life. I had to become more attentive and at least do as much work as was necessary to not stand out in a negative way. I wanted to be invisible and this included being invisible to teachers as well. If it took studying with Greg for history and reading books and writing essays for English and literature and whatever things it was for other subjects, I would gladly do them—anything was better than being exposed like that. I was too much the center of attention already, just because I was unable to control my stupid tears.

      I was surprised by how much faster the lesson seemed to pass when I payed a little attention. The day was over in no time, which was something good for once. I walked home with Lydia. She had gotten used to my silence. Since she had started out with Richard, she had changed into a way more communicative person than she had been. I liked it. She kept talking and I listened without any pressure to answer. She didn’t talk gossip. All she said was relevant somehow. It was ordinary things about her family, about school, sometimes she complained about Richard. I didn’t mind most of the time, as long as she didn’t expect me to offer some good advice.

      Today I had something I wanted to tell her.

      “Lyd,” I interrupted the flow of her words. “I’ve got a question.”

      “Sure—ask,” she encouraged me, surprised that I was pulling information.

      “I know I’ve been a bad friend in the past month—”

      “No, you have your reasons—I don’t mind,” she quickly undermined my explanations.

      “Yes, but I’m really not worth anything right now. I want to thank you for being so patient and kind with me.”

      She just smiled at me without a further word.

      “And I wanted to ask whether you could help me catch up at school a little.”

      I knew that it was too much to ask, but I needed help. I couldn’t do it all by myself, considering there were subjects I had already had problems keeping track of when I had been all happy and motivated.

      “No problem,” Lydia said, and her smile stretched across her face.

      “Thanks, Lyd!” I really considered myself lucky to have friends like her. “You don’t need to help me with everything—I will talk to Greg about history, and Amber for—I guess Amber’s occupied at the moment...”

      Lydia grinned. “Guess so. I talked to Jaden after you left the cafeteria. Amber introduced us. He seems fairly nice.”

      She had no idea how right she was about nice. He was beautiful and good. But a human who grew too close to him would be in danger. I had experienced myself what it meant to be with an angel, what demons would do to drive an angel insane, what they did to make an angel’s human suffer—

      “I hope she’s careful, still.”

      We had reached Lydia’s house. She took a step toward me and slung her arm around me in a cautious hug.

      “See you tomorrow,” she said and squeezed me for a second.

      “See you, and—thanks.”

      She let go and turned to walk away, but then stopped and looked back at me. “I’m glad you’ve decided to return to normal life. You’ve been so far away in the past few weeks, I sometimes wasn’t sure you were still there.” She half-smiled, hope flashing in her eyes. “I missed my friend.”

      I didn’t know what to answer. Before I could think of something fitting, she had turned and vanished through the front door of the Porters’ house.

      Hopefully she was right. Would I find a way to return to normality—ever?

      I started walking down the street towards my house. I had just turned the corner when I heard the low thrum of a powerful engine and the whisper of tires. A car was deliberately pulling up alongside me. I turned as casually as I could and my heart jumped. The car was a bit flashy. And it was gray.
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      “Fancy a ride home?” Jaden asked through the open window.

      I was surprised to see him talking to me after a day of ignoring me at school.

      “Thanks, but no thanks,” I was only a few streets away from my house and walking in the cold air made my head clear a little. I continued walking. Some part of me felt strangely satisfied that he had to roll beside me to be able to keep talking to me. I hadn’t realized I had been angry at him for not talking to me at school—for not telling me that he was going to be at school in the first place.

      “Okay,” he lifted one hand from the steering wheel and waved at me without enthusiasm before he closed the window and accelerated around the next corner.

      I at once regretted being rude. Sure, it had been an awful day. First Jaden, without warning or explanation, had appeared at my high school as an enrolled student and—who would believe it—had exactly the same schedule as I did. Then he acted weird by staring at me when no one was looking, but ignoring me when others could notice. Then two of my teachers had made it crystal-clear that I was failing and I had better do something about it immediately. Stress and exhaustion were dominating my feelings.

      Jaden was the one person I could trust with everything, and I considered him my friend. He was probably the only person who truly understood my situation. Maybe I should have given him a chance to explain.

      Trying to not think at all, I hurried my steps past the comfortable little houses on my street. Thinning patches of snow still stood where the ground received no winter sun. The houses were warm islands in the still frosty winter-landscape. I thrust my hands into my pockets for warmth and shifted my backpack which was extra-full because now I knew I had to really hit the books. My breath turned into white fog before my face.

      When I turned into our driveway, I found Jaden’s car sitting there, as if it had never moved this morning. And there he was, pacing my porch, the look on his face showing that he’d been obviously waiting for me.

      “What are you doing here?” I blurted out. “For that matter, what were you doing in school?” It was churlish and disrespectful of me to start in on him like that. After all, he was my guardian angel. But my social resources were entirely depleted.

      “I’ll be gone in a minute,” he promised. “I just needed to know what happened today. You were really upset—I could feel it—but I couldn’t understand it.”

      “A second may be all you have,” I advised. “If Sophie comes home and finds you here, what’s going to be the explanation? She probably knows you were here this morning, too.”

      “Just tell me what’s wrong, Claire,” he said.

      “It seems like the officially accepted time for mourning is over,” I told him sarcastically.

      “I don’t understand,” he said, his face instantly changing to a questioning expression.

      I eyed him for a brief moment. After a day of seeing him at school, it was so easy to forget that Jaden wasn’t a normal boy.

      “It’s everything,” I complained. “You, showing up like that and then I didn’t know what to do or how to act. And school, having two teachers back-to-back put the hammer down on me for my grades. I can barely make it through a normal day, but this was horrible.”

      “The teachers must have had a meeting about me or something. What do they call that, a staffing? And they agreed to try to get me to put things behind me, but I don’t think I can do that. I don’t think I can—move on. And I don’t think I can be the student they want me to be, anyway. And with you in every classroom every day, for some reason, that makes it all worse.”

      I stepped past Jaden, unlocked the front door, and walked inside.

      “I’ll be back in five minutes—okay?” Jaden called after me and closed the front door from outside. A second or two later, the engine of a car sprang to life and the sound moved away down the street and around the corner.

      Where the hell was he going now?

      My room was like I had left it that morning. I placed my bag on the desk, then picked up the milky jeans from the floor and carried them to the washing machine. A pile of dirty clothes was waiting to be washed, so I stuffed it into the washer and switched it on. I stayed, hunched on the floor, and watched the pile of clothes blur into a multicolored whirl behind the glass of the machine’s door.

      Sophie wasn’t home yet. If she had been at the campus today, she would arrive any minute. It wouldn’t be wise if she took any notice of Jaden turning up. I didn’t want her to even know that he existed. It would be way safer for her, keeping her in the dark.

      It wasn’t even five minutes later when Jaden popped up beside me. I half-fell into the washing machine, jumping with surprise.

      “How did you know I wasn’t in my room?” I asked him critically.

      “I always know where you are,” he plainly said, not showing any kind of emotion. “It’s my job.”

      I really didn’t want to hear that. It was bad enough that he always knew how I felt when he was around me—which meant now, too.

      “It’s really your job?” I was skeptical. “How exactly does it work? Who’s your boss?”

      “One of the archangels—Michael. I don’t know if you’ve heard about him—” he answered casually.

      “Michael? Like Michael-Michael?” I asked disbelievingly.

      Jaden nodded and took a step towards me.

      “Let’s take this conversation to your room. I don’t feel comfortable here, when your sister might show up any second.”

      “I thought he was only a figure in the Bible—” I ignored his request.

      He stretched out one hand and placed it on my shoulder. I instantly lost track of time and space and the solid ground vanished from under my feet. Then I felt like I was being pulled through cold water and finally my feet hit the floor in my room.

      I looked around. Jaden was standing right in front of me, his hand still on my shoulder.

      “Could you at least warn me before you do this again?” I growled. “I could have easily walked here—”

      “Oh,” was Jaden’s answer. He instantly removed his hand from me and took a step back towards the window. His eyes lingered on the floor for a few seconds.

      I turned and walked over to sit down on the chair at my desk beside the closed door.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m just so used to doing this—you know, protecting people. In life-threatening situations I never ask if I can teleport someone—”

      “This is not a life-threatening situation, is it?” I snapped at him.

      “I know.” Jaden leaned against the windowsill and eyed me, guarded. “I’m still not good at being human,” he said, his face suddenly sad. “I used to be worse, but at least now I look like a human when I move, and sound like a human when I talk.”

      I looked at him from the other side of the room. “Just promise you’ll ask me next time before you teleport me through the house—or elsewhere,” I said, not really able to take in the meaning of what he was saying.

      “I will do my best,” he said solemnly.

      “Good. And now tell me more about your job and about why the hell you decided to become a student at Aurora High,” I demanded. If I had to have him around every day at school I might as well know why.

      “Yes,” he glanced sideways out the window. “I will—later. Sophie is coming.” And without another word, he was gone.

      “Hey,” I started to protest the second he vanished from my windowsill, but he didn’t hear me—or didn’t react to it. Anyway he remained gone.

      The front door made a noise that revealed that it was being opened. Sophie.

      I decided to go downstairs and greet my older sister so she wouldn’t surprise me in my room later when Jaden was back.

      “Hi,” I called as I was on my way down the stairs.

      “Hi, little sister,” Sophie greeted me from the kitchen. “Have a nice day?”

      “Mhm...” I lied. I didn’t want to pull her into the trouble of my life more than necessary. She had already become too much of a caring parent substitute for me. “How was yours?”

      “Great,” she beamed. “I got the results of an exam—I got an A,” she couldn’t hold back the good news.

      “That’s great,” I faked enthusiasm. Actually, I was happy for Sophie, but right now I didn’t have it in me to be the gleeful celebrating companion.

      “I know,” she couldn’t stop grinning.

      “And there’s another thing,” she said happily.

      “That is—” I waited for her to tell me what she wanted to get out.

      “I can finish my internship in Indianapolis,” her voice became guarded. “They said I could start in early March if I want to. And I need to stay for three months.” She rushed the words out as if trying to make bad news sound good by spilling it quickly.

      Sophie had been in Indianapolis for her internship when Adam had died—I felt my heart twist—and she had come back to be there for me as soon as she had heard what had happened. I was so grateful for what she had done and I was the last person to want to stand in her way when it came to her dreams; and becoming a doctor was her dream. She needed to go to Indianapolis.

      “I could tell them that it’s impossible right now—that I could come later this year. Autumn or winter—” she started but I interrupted her, ignoring the guilt in her voice.

      “I think it’s brilliant that they give you this second chance that soon.” I forced my lips to curl upwards. “Go, Sophie. I can take care of myself.”

      Sophie smiled at me with an almost motherly expression on her face. “I’ll be here another two weeks before I have to leave. If there is anything I can do for you—”

      “Thank you.” It sounded too cold, but it didn’t bother my sister.

      “I’m going to have dinner with Ian at a nice restaurant somewhere later tonight to celebrate the exam result. Would you like to join us?”

      “Hmm—do you mind if I stay home? I’m...tired and, yeah—I just don’t feel like celebrating right now.” I gave Sophie most of the truth so she wouldn’t insist. A fact I didn’t tell her was that I was grateful that the house would be empty in the evening and Jaden would be able to stay with me for a while without me getting paranoid that my sister might hear us talk.

      “Of course you aren’t. I’m sorry, Claire.” Sophie tilted her head, an expression full of pity on her face. “Stay home...I don’t mind.”

      “Thanks.” I went over to open the cupboard and took out a glass. Then I filled it with water and looked at the tiny bubbles of oxygen swirling through it, making the usually transparent liquid look more milky. I waited until it had cleared up completely before I took a hesitant sip.

      “I’ll be upstairs then,” I said into the silence and started walking, carrying my glass with me.

      “Okay,” Sophie said as I passed her by on my way to the stairs.

      “Have fun.” I turned and gave her the semblance of a half-smile before I walked back up to my room, closed the door behind me, and sat down on the edge of my bed, my head full of thoughts and my heart full of ache.

      In my room, I pulled out my phone. I didn’t know when Jaden would be back and I had no intention of spending the time sitting around, waiting. Instead, I dialed Gregory’s number and held the phone to my ear.

      “Hey Greg,” I shot as he answered unexpectedly fast.

      “What’s up?” he asked, cheery.

      “I could use your help,” I admitted, half-thinking it had been a bad idea to call him. How did I know he wouldn’t get upset if I asked a favor from him after all that had happened? We’d had some differences earlier this year. It was the time when I had needed some distraction after Adam had decided that it was best for us not to be together. The date Greg and I had gone on had been a complete disaster, and I had ended up kidnapped by demons. Gregory had confessed his feelings for me and our friendship had gone through some tough ups and downs since.

      I grimaced an ironic laugh. After all that had happened since that date, one could truly believe that Adam had been right to try staying away from me. He might still be alive if he had. I felt a pang of guilt for being so selfish that I hadn’t cared enough about his safety to let him go.

      “Hello?” Gregory’s voice tore me from my thoughts. “Is there anyone out there?”

      “Uhm...sorry, I was distracted.” I tried to disguise the truth.

      “So, what does my favorite depressed girl need?” He didn’t sound upset at all. On the contrary, he was delighted.

      “Greg—would you mind helping me with history once more?” I spit it out and felt better the moment the words had left my mouth.

      “Look who’s back,” Gregory chanted. “I thought you would stay all passive and inattentive until you ended up repeating another year of school...” His voice was light and joking but I knew that he meant what he was saying.

      “I do my best to prevent this from happening,” I joked back in only a vague semblance of his merriness—if anything, it sounded nonchalant at the best.

      Gregory’s laugh came from the other end of the line. I had the growing feeling that he wasn’t taking me seriously.

      “Come on, Greg, are you going to help me or not?” I asked desperately. I still wasn’t stable. Every tiny wave of emotion could break me down and I felt it coming right now.

      “Sure I will,” he answered. He didn’t sound as lighthearted now. It was as if he could finally sense the severity of the situation.

      “Thank you, Greg!” Relief spread through my brain.

      “When do we start?” he asked, his voice back to delighted.

      “Tomorrow after school—that is, if you have time.”

      “Sure I have. For you—any time.”

      “Great! Thanks again—and—see you tomorrow.”

      “Okay,” Gregory said. “See you.”

      I hung up and put the phone aside.

      The week had hardly begun and I was already proud of myself for taking some action. I put all the effort I could in building a stronger facade, in hiding my pain and my loneliness, in fighting against the horror of my angel being gone. If I was to continue bleeding inside—I had already attempted everything to stop the flow of blood from my inner wounds—I had to become a perfect actor. I had to seem perfectly healed and back to life, so nobody would pity me and try to talk with me about Adam. I simply couldn’t stand anyone saying his name. No one had any right to talk about him, to try to comfort me and help me get back on my feet, because no one knew anything about him and how dreadfully his life had been ended.

      The doorbell interrupted my brooding. I shuddered and suppressed an audible reaction to the wave of pain which was rolling through me.

      Sophie’s footsteps were passing my door on their way downstairs.

      “I’m leaving!” she called as she hurried past with her shoes clunking on the wooden steps in rapid intervals.

      “Okay! Bye!” I called back, wondering if she heard my weakened voice. Weakened by the wire tearing through me over and over again.

      It was less than a minute when I heard Ian’s deep voice cheering for Sophie’s success on her exam. Her girlish laughter rang through my window from outside as they left the house. A car’s engine sprang to life—definitely not Sophie’s—and then after a few seconds the sound became more distant.

      I lay back on my bed and closed my eyes, hoping to shut the world out for once...

      Adam’s face was close—too close for such a pale, dead thing. Not close enough for something so unbelievably beautiful. He looked fragile with his skin stretching over his bones like a too tight silky layer. His long black lashes framed his motionless lids as they blocked the world’s most meaningful eyes from my vision. His body was cold. Still. Light wind ruffled his hair, making black strands dance over his forehead.

      He was lying on the ground, except there was no real ground. It was more like we were floating on a colorless grid in the middle of nowhere. When I looked up, I could see branches of a greening tree from the corner of my eye. I could smell spring in the air. Birds were singing somewhere up in the tree I couldn’t fully make out. I felt soft grass where I was kneeling beside Adam. But as I looked down, no grass was growing. Below, the grid was the only thing that stretched in every direction.

      “Adam,” I spoke into the undefinable space. It swallowed my voice. I didn’t even hear the words myself.

      A drop of crystal-clear liquid appeared on his cheek. I looked up to see where it had come from, but there was nothing but blue sky above me. As I looked back down, another drop appeared on his cheek. It slowly slid down the side of his cheekbone and vanished into his hair.

      It took me a second to understand that the liquid was dripping down from my own cheek. I was crying, I realized, and those were my tears on his perfect face.

      “Open your eyes, Adam!” I called helplessly. The words were audible this time, but so muffled that I could hardly understand them.

      Adam didn’t move when I gingerly touched his face with my fingers. His skin was cold. There was no response. I used my thumbs to tenderly sweep away the tears, even as they continued to fall from my eyes.

      The next moment, his body began drifting away from me, deeper into the grid, while I remained motionless, suspended between the green spring above and the gray nothingness below.

      Desperate not to lose this contact, I called his name and reached out to pull him back, but I couldn’t get a hold of him. Every time my fingers tried to close around his arm, his shoulder, his neck, my hands closed around thin air.

      He drifted farther and farther as I screamed for him, panicking, to no avail.

      “I need you!” I wailed, but it was a desperate plea with no hope in it.

      I helplessly watched him float out of sight. All I could do was wait until he would be gone.

      Just before he vanished from my view completely, his eyelids suddenly tore open. Their light green bore into mine for a fraction of a second before he vanished into the grid, and I felt my own eyes fly open. My alarm clock said 8pm. I had been asleep for an hour.

      I steadied myself with a deep breath. My lungs expanded unwillingly as I forced the air down. I closed my eyes for a second to calm myself and then got to my feet. I headed for the bathroom. A hot shower was what—if anything—could help a little.

      As I reached out to open the door of my room, I stopped in my tracks. My hands were wet. I shook my head sharply. This was impossible.

      Shaking my head at what sprang to my mind, I ran into the bathroom and thrust my face into the mirror.

      No tears. I smelled my hands and gently touched them. No odor, no texture. It seemed completely foolish but I touched my tongue to my hands. Salty, as I had been afraid it would be. Sweat, I told myself, wanting to believe it, and too shaken by the lifelike dream to contemplate anything else.

      Salt burned on my tongue like a reminder. I rinsed the taste from my mouth and gave up on the shower in favor of returning to bed and pulling up the quilt.

      It wasn’t a minute before Jaden appeared at the end of my bed. He wore an expression of obvious worry.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked from across the bed.

      I nestled deeper under the quilt like it would protect me from him knowing my emotions. Even though his ability came in handy at times, being transparent wasn’t exactly appeasing.

      “Am I making you uncomfortable?” he asked.

      I didn’t share with him that he had guessed right. Instead, I scooted up so I could lean back against the headboard and closed my eyes.

      “Had a weird dream,” I told him without reopening my eyes.

      “Tell me all about it,” he encouraged. I felt him slide further up towards me. When I reopened my eyes he was sitting close, leaning his weight on one muscular arm, his gaze curious and worried.

      “Don’t want to talk about it right now,” I said unenthusiastically and pulled my knees up a little.

      Jaden exhaled in frustration and his lips tightened with disapproval.

      “I don’t know why we have to keep talking about this,” I said, looking away from him pointedly. “I’m only going to tell you for the hundredth time how much I miss him, how much it hurts, how I don’t see how I’ll get through this.”

      I felt tears threatening to fall. I didn’t give them a chance to even touch my cheeks. Control was the most important thing. That and becoming sociable again.

      “You’re hurting so much and I only want to help,” Jaden said softly. He was the comforting guardian angel again, finding the perfect tone, but he didn’t change his position and he was definitely leaning in toward me.

      I exhaled, letting go of all the sorrow as much as I could—almost not at all—and forced myself to take charge of the moment.

      “You were telling me why you decided to go to school,” I said, reminding both of us of our former conversation.

      He backed away an inch, somewhat reluctant.

      “Of course.” His tone gave a glimpse of how hesitant he was to share the information.

      I directed my eyes at him and remained silent, waiting for him to speak. We sat there for a while looking at each other, I happy that he didn’t force me to tell him more about that dream, and he...I couldn’t really tell what was going on inside him. His face was too much a mask of controlled politeness.

      Eventually he clenched his jaw, something I had never seen him do before, and lowered his gaze to the floor before speaking. He seemed to have reached a decision.

      “First of all, I am honestly sorry for not telling you that I was going to school.” He kept his eyes on the floor beside my bed, the way an ashamed child would. “I just didn’t want people to know we know each other. I want to blend in like any normal new student would.

      “Any connection to you would have endangered my cover. Any connection to anyone would have,” he explained in a voice that sounded more like he was confessing a crime.

      I watched him, not knowing what to expect. I basically never did. Jaden was a mystery. An angel, ancient and full of surprises.

      “I was very grateful you didn’t give any sign that you knew me today at school. It was like you knew you shouldn’t—” He turned towards me, looking me straight in the eye. “Did you?”

      I shrugged. “Uhm—I guessed...since you didn’t talk to me or give any sign of knowing me, I thought it would be best not to react to you at all—more than a normal student would to a new one.”

      “Well, you guessed right.” His lips twitched a tiny little bit at the corners. A sign of approval.

      “So I got at least one thing right today,” I sighed.

      Jaden grinned for a second. “Yes.”

      I waited for him to go on talking while my mind took me back to scenes of Jaden talking to Amber. The strange jealous feeling, the uneasiness when I thought about him knowing how I felt even if he wasn’t with me...

      “I decided to go back to school because I thought it was time to keep a better eye on you. When you’re at home I can easily pop up beside you when you’re in danger. Nobody would notice. But when you are at school there is no way I can teleport to you unnoticed. There will always be people around you. If the demons decide to get you there, I’d rather be near you in an unremarkable way so nobody would really take any special notice.”

      I felt a surge of happiness that somehow felt wrong to me. It was true, then. He was doing this for me, not for Amber or anyone.

      I knew he could feel my emotions, so to cover my feelings I rushed the conversation.

      “The demons haven’t lifted as much as a toe to come after me so far. They haven’t attacked at school before—” I waited a second for the pain to pass. “—so why would they now?”

      Jaden’s forehead creased a little as he listened to me.

      “I just think it’s good to be  near you...in case something happens.” He looked back down at the floor.

      “Is something going to happen, Jaden?” I tilted my head and leaned imperceptibly towards him to emphasize the importance of my question.

      “Of course not,” he answered just a bit too quickly. I didn’t believe him and knew he would sense my feelings.

      I straightened my back against the headboard of my bed again and looked at the ceiling.

      “You have been to school before?” I asked innocently.

      “Why would you think that?” he answered my question with a question of his own.

      “You said back to school.”

      He flinched ever so slightly.

      “When?”

      I watched his chest rise and fall with deep breaths, counting four of them before he spoke.

      “Long ago...”

      Silence hung heavy in the air.

      “When?” I asked quietly, determined to get him to tell me as much as I could while he was in this strange mood.

      “Another time. Another story. Another person.” Jaden’s eyes darkened. He was gazing into the distance and the features of his young face grew ancient with sorrow.

      I studied him—golden-haired, golden-eyed, and leaning close— my protector, an ancient angel and a beautiful young man. I wondered what he was seeing.

      After a minute, he returned to the present and his eyes refocused on me. He shook his head the tiniest bit and his face returned to being polite and friendly. A mask.

      “Just something I had thought I should experience once... It turned out it wasn’t what I had expected.” He added a smile. It didn’t look convincing.

      I eyed him, pondering whether or not to press the topic and decided not to, for something in his eyes told me that was all I would get—for now.

      “It’s nice you’re looking out for me,” I said lightly to change the topic.

      “It’s my job,” he answered, still with the same expression.

      “Seems like most of the students are thrilled to have you in class,” I dragged the conversation on. “Especially the girls.” I couldn’t help rolling my eyes.”

      “They’re all very friendly, helpful,” he said formally.

      “That’s not what I mean,” I said, poking a playful finger into the arm he was using to prop himself upright in my bed. The muscle felt as solid as it looked.

      “What?” he grinned, flattered, and suddenly boyish.

      “Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed they are lining up just to talk to you.”

      “They aren’t,” he objected.

      “Yes, they are.” I countered with feminine conviction. “And Amber’s the lucky one you picked from the group.”

      “What?” He looked positively confused.

      “All the girls would have given anything to sit with you at lunch...or in classes. But you chose Amber,” I explained to him like I was explaining to a child that fire is hot or water is wet.

      He laughed out loud.

      “You think I’m interested in Amber?” He was still grinning, making me wonder if boy angels had male egos like their human counterparts.

      “Yes, I do,” I admitted, a little ashamed that the thought of it was irritating me. “Well, she is obviously interested in you,” I added in a voice that I intended to sound nonchalant.

      “Oh—” his grin faded. “That’s not what I wanted. I hope I didn’t make her think I am.”

      “You’re not?”

      “Not at all.” He shook his head like a dog shaking water from its fur.

      “Why spend almost all the time at school with her then?” I asked, not understanding.

      “I chose Amber because she is one of your best friends. I think she will introduce us very soon—only a matter of time.” He smiled proudly.

      “Oh.” I didn’t know of something better to say.

      I was sure this was going to turn out to be a bad idea. Amber was enroute to falling in love with the handsome new guy and she would be mad at me if he spent more time with me than with her after she introduced us. Bad, bad, bad. I already had enough problems.

      “I am not interested in her,” Jaden repeated.

      “But she’s the prettiest girl at Aurora High—”

      “Maybe,” he said with a grin that was between provocative and mocking. “Anyway, try to be around her as much as possible in the following days, so we’ll have to officially meet.” What was that expression he had now? Smugness? He did seem pretty pleased with himself.

      “Fine,” I said, as nonchalantly as I could muster. “But we aren’t going to become a couple, are we?”

      As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I blushed and regretted them. All too easily I saw in my mind’s eye Jaden embracing me in a school hallway while jealous girls sailed by in disapproval. And what would Amber say?

      Jaden shifted his gaze to the window.

      “I don’t think becoming a couple will be necessary,” he said with a hint of that angelic stiffness that sometimes characterized his speech.

      “Great,” I said and hoped he couldn’t hear the ambivalence I was feeling. My mind had placed Adam in the picture instead of Jaden. In my daydream Adam was now holding me in his arms. I could almost feel his hands on the small of my back. And then my heart hurt again, a pulsating lump throbbing inside me.

      Jaden stroked my cheek lightly.

      “I think it’s best if you go to sleep,” he told me. I couldn’t read his face; it was set.

      “Maybe,” I answered, willing the pain in my chest to stop without success. I carefully moved away from his touch and slid from the bed.

      I pulled out my nightie and headed for the bathroom without looking back.
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      As always, the information I could extract from the conversations with Jaden weren’t half as satisfying as I’d hoped. I’d been filled in on his plan to socially meet me at school, so nobody would be suspicious of our friendship. Other than that, I knew particularly nothing. What he had told me about the demons possibly coming to get me sometime soon was vague. It hadn’t even scratched the surface of what he knew. I had learned to notice when he wasn’t telling me everything he knew.

      I was watching Gregory, who was sitting across the table with his head bent over an open book. How could I concentrate with everything crashing down around me? I started to worry if it had been a good idea to study with Greg. I wasn’t sure I would be able to concentrate long enough to even have a chance at memorizing any of the important things. I doubted it.

      “...the Admiral’s name was...” Gregory asked in a tone like it was the billion-dollar-question. He looked up when I didn’t answer.

      “I don’t know—don’t remember,” I scowled at him.

      I felt like an ungrateful git. I had asked him for help, not the other way around. Now I was sitting here, lethargic—a complete waste of time and space.

      “Come on, Claire, you already got that,” he encouraged me with a boyish grin.

      Fortunately, Gregory had a cheerful nature. I could name days in my life I had wanted to kick him for his usual happy mood and days I had envied him for the ability to stay cheerful when the world seemed to crash down around him. I needed bits of his happiness lately.

      I swallowed my thoughts and worries and returned my attention to my willing teacher.

      “Sorry, Greg,” I pulled up one corner of my mouth a little—not even a half-smile, but as close as I could get these days. “Can you repeat that?” I asked, and expected him to laugh at my lack of memory. He didn’t. He just smiled and began to tell me the same story he had already told me.

      I fought hard to keep track, but I was sure I wouldn’t be able to remember half of it by the end of the hour. The living room’s interior held much more fascination. I marveled at the flaws in the furniture. I had never examined the table’s painting so thoroughly; it was amazing how the many little scratches that had occurred over the years, decorated the gray surface in unorganized patterns.

      I concentrated as hard as I could, intending to make today worth my effort and his time. In what seemed to be no time at all, the hour had nearly passed. I leaned back and yawned behind my book.

      “I think you’re cooked for today,” Greg commented.

      “Think so, too,” I agreed, stretching my arms. “Thanks so much, Greg.”

      “Let’s see if it helped before you start the hallelujahs,” he joked and my lip twitched at the corner. It was as much a smile as anyone could get out of me.

      “Okay.”

      We got to our feet simultaneously and I started cleaning the table while Greg moved to the hall and put on his shoes. He poked his head in through the door after a minute.

      “See you tomorrow, Claire,” he called and I hurried over to hug him goodbye.

      “See you.” I slung my arms around his neck quickly and let go even quicker. Don’t give him the wrong impression, I reprimanded myself.

      I waved after him as I closed the door behind him. It had been a long, long evening after a longer afternoon after an even longer morning; but I had lived through it. I had paid attention in class as I had promised myself and it had worked most of the time. I had been able to pretend to care about what the teachers had to say and I had been able to pretend I was no longer suffering. I had finally managed to look normal—no matter how agonizing the pain in my chest was.

      I had tried to stay with Amber most of the time, like Jaden had asked me to, but after a while I had needed Lydia’s quiet personality and stuck with her for lunch. Greg had kept us company, too. To go with Jaden’s plan, I would have to learn even more self-control.

      Exhausted and tired by the activities of the day, I went to bed and fell into a dreamless sleep. I slept through the whole night without waking up and reopened my eyes to the stinging noise of the alarm clock. I felt relatively good—considering my situation—and went through my usual morning ritual with surprising enthusiasm. I even checked my clothes before I put them on. Matching colors today. Gray jeans, purple blouse, and a grayish-beige vest. I pulled my hair up in a ponytail and checked my reflection in the mirror. I looked decent—better than I had in weeks.

      Sophie rushed past me on my way downstairs.

      “Good morning and good bye!” she called as she shoved me aside and squeezed past at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Running late?” I called after her and hurried to catch up with her at the front door.

      “Surprisingly, yes.” She grimaced as she knelt down to put on her shoes.

      “Because you’re never late,” I said, sarcasm heavy in my voice.

      She flashed me a wonderfully bright Sophie-smile. One of the smiles that said “Shut up and get lost!” while making you think she had just said I love you. I bit my lip and concentrated on my shoelaces.

      “See you,” Sophie said before she got to her feet and rushed out of the house. I put on my jacket and picked up my bag, then headed for my car.

      On my drive to school, I spotted Jaden’s car in the mirror. After I picked up Lydia, he was suddenly right behind me. I wondered where he had come from. Did he have a house or a flat nearby? I earned myself angry honks when I continued gazing into space through the green traffic light, thinking where Jaden might be when not with me or at school.

      “Okay, okay...no stress!” I called at no one specific and hit the gas violently. As I glanced into the rear view mirror, I glimpsed Jaden grinning in amusement. Surely he had heard me and he had sensed my blast of feelings. A new one—anger—after weeks of pain.

      “Do you think it’s gonna rain tonight?” Lydia asked cautiously, obviously taken aback by my outburst.

      I shook my head at her question a little too wildly and took a quick glance up at the sky. A few gray clouds floated in the brightening overhead. “I don’t know.” My voice sounded annoyed and that was how I felt. I tried to concentrate on the road but the car in the mirror made me nervous somehow. I didn’t understand myself. Maybe Jaden would.

      “Richard and I have plans to go for a nice long walk with his parents tonight,” Lydia enlightened me. I didn’t care. I just wanted to reach school and hit Jaden’s head with something solid for honking at me. I was surprised by the violence of my thoughts.

      “Sounds nice,” I commented. My voice was contained again and I had no intentions of letting my control slip now. I didn’t want Lydia to ask questions.

      I pulled into the parking lot and saw Jaden do the same.

      “Over there,” Lydia directed me to a free spot near the entrance of the west building of the school. She didn’t take any notice as the car, which had followed us since shortly after she had gotten into my car, parked two vehicles from mine. We got out of the car together and I locked it before we turned towards the entrance.

      “Hey there,” I heard a voice call from somewhere nearby. I turned around instinctively and saw Gregory hurrying towards us from the next row of parked cars.

      I felt my heart lighten that it was just him. I tucked my bag and books into one arm and waved at him with my free hand.

      “How are you today?” He asked smiling. “Still tired?”

      I shook my head. “No, I slept really well, actually.” I told him disbelievingly.

      “Pfew...” he whistled out the air in fake astonishment. “Who would have guessed that?”

      I hit his arm with my fingers and Lydia stared at us like we came from outer space.

      “Can you believe it?” Greg continued, half-whispering to Lydia, conspiring. “This girl,” he pointed at me, “sleeps.”

      “Sure she does,” Lydia said dryly and shook her head at him. “Don’t you?”

      Lydia led the way to the history class. I felt my stomach growing nervously nauseous as I thought of the amount of things I should have remembered, but surely hadn’t.

      “Don’t worry,” Greg whispered from the seat beside me when Mrs. Weaver entered the classroom.

      Amber was late today. She came in a few minutes after the teacher, apologizing for the delay. Jaden sat at the front of the room in the first row. I noticed Amber’s eyes flashing straight in his direction the moment she entered the room. The chairs beside him were already occupied. Amber’s lips tightened for a second and then she walked to the back of the room where she sat down in the seat next to Lydia. From the way she sat stiffly through the whole lesson, I could tell that she was annoyed. She didn’t like seeing Jaden with other girls. It was his third day at Aurora High and Amber was already possessive like a dragon on a heap of jewels.

      I wondered what she would be like when she found out that Jaden didn’t care for her at all—at least not in the way she did for him. What would she think if she found out he did for me? Would it be the end of our friendship? I forced my eyes back to the blackboard and started memorizing names and dates that were written there.

      The morning went too quickly to talk much to anyone. I sped from class to class, constantly running behind without a real reason. Maybe I was doing it subconsciously because I was afraid of the conversation that would surely come. Every time I saw Amber or Jaden I slowed my pace to fall behind. Whenever I saw both of them together, I felt an echo of nausea and hurried to the next bathroom to get out of their way.

      “What’s up with you today?” Lydia asked as I grabbed her sleeve  and pulled her into the bathroom with me when we walked down the hallway to the cafeteria. “You’re—different.”

      She didn’t sound upset, just worried; so I decided to give her some of the truth.

      “I’m trying to start leading a normal life again.”

      “By hiding in bathrooms?” Lydia asked, looking like she was positive I had lost my mind.

      “I’m not hiding,” I lied.

      “Yes, you are,” Lydia confronted me. She had become more of a self-confident, determined person since she had been with Richard. I hadn’t noticed before, but I could see it now. I hadn’t been very perceptive since—

      My heart became heavier than it had felt the whole day. A web of barbed wire was cutting into it and I remembered that I had more than one reason to hide.

      “Okay...I am,” I admitted and instantly regretted it as she asked me why. What should I tell her? Obviously not the truth—that was out of the question. “I want to wait ‘till most of the people are gone from the cafeteria. I don’t feel like sitting in a crowd too much today.” The pain in my chest would surely be visible in my face and this had to make my answer plausible to her.

      As I had expected, Lydia’s face was full of pity. “You still miss him, don’t you?” It wasn’t a question. “I believe that it’s hard and that it hurts, but you can’t exclude yourself from life any longer. You have to go back to normal patterns, Claire. Life goes on; with or without you. And I’d rather it was with.”

      She took a step towards me and put her arm around my shoulder. “Your friends need you. Greg and Amber—well, maybe not Amber, she’s currently so busy crushing on that new guy that she doesn’t see anything else—” Lydia laughed and shook her head briefly, “—but I need you.”

      I let myself lean against her for a while, slinging my arms around her.

      “It will be okay,” she hummed and patted my head.

      I didn’t cry. All my tears were safely locked away for now; but I felt that I needed her and my other friends, because that was the only thing left of Adam. Their memory of him. It didn’t take more than a few seconds for me to make the connection that besides me and my friends, there were other people whose memories of Adam (another sharp cut of pain in my chest) were at least as strong as mine—I had to visit the Gallagers.

      “Thank you, Lyd,” I said and pulled away. What I really meant was, thank you for helping me get the idea of visiting Chris, Jenna, and Ben Gallager, Adam’s family.

      Suddenly I felt the urge to make the day pass even faster. I wanted to rush to the cafeteria and make time speed up by watching the crowd. I didn’t care anymore whom I’d meet. All I cared about was to be somewhere I had been happy, to see the people that had shared a life with the man I had loved—still loved insanely, irrationally, self-destructively.

      “Anytime.” Lydia smiled at me and we left the bathroom and headed for the cafeteria.

      We were lucky not to run into Amber and Jaden. I spotted them leaving the cafeteria the moment we sat down with our trays at a round table in the far corner of the room. Greg found us after I had finished my soup. He had Sam with him and they were talking animately about soccer in Europe. He was telling Sam about how terrible the teams were in the small country his grandparents came from, the one with the mountains which’s name I didn’t know.

      “...You can’t imagine how absolutely lame they are. I think there’s not more than nine or ten teams in the league...” Greg blabbered and I concentrated on the vegetables on my plate.

      I was grateful that the afternoon went as fast as the morning. It was almost like no time had passed at all when I was back at home, fumbling my cell phone out of my pocket and dialing a number I hadn’t thought I would dial ever again.

      “Hey Jenna,” I croaked as she answered the phone. “It’s Claire.”

      A long silence filled the air and then Jenna’s voice reappeared at my ear.

      “Claire, dear,” she almost cried. “It’s been so long since we heard of you...We thought you might be—” she fell silent abruptly for a second. “How are you?”

      “I’m fine,” I said casually, trying not to start crying. “Jenna,” I wanted it out before my emotions went awry. “Do you think I could come visit you tonight?”

      Another short pause from her side.

      “If you’d like to. I would love to see you—and I’m sure Chris would, too.” Her voice became heavy and sad at the last few words.

      “Is he still—suffering?” I couldn’t name it better.

      “Of cause he is, after everything he’s been through. But I’d like to tell you in person, not on the phone if you don’t mind. There are some things—”

      “I’ll be right there. I’ll just put on my shoes and I’m on my way,” I said, already jamming a foot into a sneaker.

      “Good,” Jenna said in a low voice. “Don’t hurry too much. We don’t want you get hurt on your way, do we?”

      “Don’t worry. See you in a minute,” I said and hung up, already stowing my phone back into my pocket. My freed hands raced to help my feet into my shoes and before I could start thinking about what I was doing, I was sitting in my car.

      Before I started the engine, I dialed another number.

      “Hi, Mr. Baker,” I called into the phone. “I just wanted to tell you that I could work tomorrow afternoon if you need me.”

      The old man was happy to hear my voice and told me he needed me, that he was looking forward to seeing me the next day.

      Proud of myself for leading my life back onto the rails, I turned the key in the ignition. The pain in my chest was for once bearable—for a few seconds.

      The engine came to life and I steered the car out of the driveway, down the street and through the city, a direction I hadn’t taken in a while.

      The winding road to the Gallagers’ estate had never seemed so long and I was glad when the big house finally appeared in view. Some of the nervousness I had felt this morning returned to my stomach and I shook my shoulders to get rid of the upcoming hysteria. There was no need to be afraid. Nothing was going to happen, or so I hoped.

      I took the steps to the door in a flash and rang the doorbell, feeling both excitement and dread. The door opened immediately.

      Ben was standing there, so tall and trim in a dark blue pea jacket with his car keys in his hand. Clearly he was not there to answer my ring but was heading out. As he registered my presence his expression changed from preoccupied to hostile. I shrank back an inch or two and opened my mouth to speak but I must have looked like a fish in a fishbowl because nothing came out. My cheeks flamed before I found a few words.

      “Sorry—Hi, Ben.” Sorry? Why should I be sorry? It wasn’t wrong of me to visit the Gallagers, was it?

      My heart dropped in my chest. Adam’s younger brother had never liked me. Right now it seemed like not liked was a bit of an understatement. Ben hated me, but I didn’t know why.

      I simply could not understand that cold, wordless glare, rooting me to the spot as he turned to sidestep around me as if I were something repulsive. He said nothing, but launched himself off the steps. I stayed immobile, still facing the open door but not seeing it, only listening to the crunch of gravel under his feet, then the sound of his car engine and wheels as he shot down the driveway. Ben. He wanted me gone, I was sure of it.

      “Miss Gabriel?”

      I snapped to attention and saw that Geoffrey, the Gallagers’ butler, was right in front of me, his face polite as always.

      “It’s good to see you again, Miss Gabriel. Please, come in.”

      I watched him pull the door open wider as to show that I was still welcome at this house.

      Yeah, right, I thought as a flash of Ben’s hateful face reminded me of the opposite.

      Maybe Geoffrey was glad to see me, but at least one member of this family couldn’t stand the sight of me.

      “Mrs. Gallager is expecting you in the living room.” I offered a weak smile and a nod at Geoffrey, such a kind man, who was gesturing for me to come in.

      Strings of hesitation were trying to hold me back as I stepped over the threshold into the old house. Was I really welcome? Ben certainly didn’t feel that way. Maybe they all were just waiting for me to get over Adam and get out of their lives. And only Ben was honest enough to convey that. Despite this awful thought, I somehow found the will to step into the hall. I took in the familiar sight... The marble stair on the right wound upwards into the balcony that was carried by four massive columns. The artfully decorated walls were still standing in the same places, cutting the entrance hall into an impressive room. I shrank a few inches just looking up at the ceiling.

      I realized I had stopped again and Geoffrey was still politely standing there as chilly evening air filtered in, unable to close the beautifully carved door until I moved.

      I knew I had to do something, either turn and run, or go forward. So, I took a deep breath and stepped towards the living room.

      The door was open and I slowly moved one foot after another until I could see Jenna sitting on the beige brocade sofa across the room. She held a white china cup in her hand and was about to lift it up to her mouth when she noticed me standing in the doorway.

      “Come in, Claire,” she said in her warm and friendly manner as she got to her feet.

      I walked towards her, my heart hopping in place, and tried a smile—as usual without success.

      Jenna met me in the middle of the room.

      “Hi,” I croaked with my throat tightened by the irony of the moment. Jenna was wearing a blue cotton dress. The one she had worn when Adam first introduced me to his family. It looked lovely on her, even now, with the memory of her dead son clinging to the sight.

      Jenna pulled me into a tight hug. I felt a stab in my chest as I heard her sob into my hair. I put my arms around her and tried to comfort her with quiet pats on her shoulder. I felt worse at the thought that it was my fault that she was still mourning for her stepson and I felt miserable when I painfully remembered how he had died for me. Worst of all—Jenna didn’t even knew. She still thought it had been suicide.

      I pulled away after a minute, full of guilt, knowing that I wouldn’t be able to hold back my own tears much longer.

      Jenna kept one arm on my shoulder and led me to the sofa, where she sat down while I let myself fall into one of the beige sofa-chairs.

      “Would you like some tea?” she asked me, gesturing at a china teapot in the middle of the coffee table. It was sitting on a silver tray with a fresh cup and a plate of cookies.

      I nodded. At least the tea would give me something to do with my hands. Jenna took the pot and poured some of the hot liquid into the cup, then handed it to me and took her own cup back into her hands.

      “How are you?” she asked with a faint smile on her lips. It was an echo of the warm smiles I had seen her offer.

      I looked into the teacup, trying to find an answer to her question there, but I already knew what I was going to say.

      “Fine, I think,” I told her, not looking up. I was positive that she would see the lie in my eyes if I did. “How is Chris?” I asked in return, trying to get the topic as far away from what I felt as possible. “You said you wanted to talk about him …”

      “Yes, we need to talk.” Jenna shifted uncomfortably and glanced at the open door to the entrance hall.

      “Where is he?” I asked, following her gaze, but finding nothing but the yawning emptiness of the entrance hall. “Is he alright?”

      “Sure he is—as good as he can be in this difficult situation.”

      “Is he here?” The way she was talking about him started to make me anxious about him.

      “He is,” she said with a meaningful look in her eyes.

      “Can I talk to him?” I asked, honestly worried now.

      Jenna got to her feet, her cup still in her hands. “Follow me,” she said and started walking back towards the entrance hall. “And take your cup, too. This might take a while.”

      I did as she told me, mystified by her words. Jenna led me to the room at the other side of the entrance hall. The room was as big as the other one, but it looked completely different. A hearth fire was burning cosily to the left and comfortable armchairs were arranged around it with a couch. A small table was standing between them. It was overflowing with books and notes. Chris was sitting in the chair farthest from the door. His eyes were staring into the fire, his face was expressionless. Nothing but the fire lightened up the huge room and it was steadily getting darker outside.

      “Chris,” Jenna closed the door behind us and walked to stand beside her husband. She put her hand on his shoulder and his head snapped up, his eyes locking on hers. “I’ve got a visitor for you.”

      Chris turned his head slowly until his eyes found me in the twilight. I felt them burn on my face as he stared at me for a few seconds.

      “Hello, Chris,” I said, not knowing what to expect, and took a step towards him. Jenna nodded encouragingly and took her husband’s hand.

      “She’s come to see how you’re doing,” she told him with a kind tone.

      “Has she?” Chris suddenly asked. His voice sounded broken. It held all the suffering that was written in the lines on his face and even more, invisible pain was sounding in his words.

      “How are you, Chris?” I asked him and took another few steps towards him until I stood close enough to touch him.

      Suddenly he jumped to his feet and pulled me into his arms with such force that I could barely breathe. “They’re gone,” he whined into my ear.

      “I know, he’s not coming back,” I said a little surprised, my arms outstretched, not knowing what to do. Helplessly I glanced over Chris’ shoulder at Jenna who was lifting her hands defensively and grimaced apologetically.

      “Not he,” Chris said a little harsh. “They!” He pulled me closer, clinging to me like a drowning man would to a piece of wood.

      “What do you mean—they?” I asked utterly confused.

      “My wings.”

      I stared at Jenna, mouth gaping, eyes wide open. She didn’t even flinch at his words.

      “But I thought you said she didn’t know,” I whispered to Chris, well aware that Jenna would hear me.

      Chris pulled away and looked at my face while he talked. “She knows everything.”

      I felt my eyes jump between Chris and Jenna hysterically as I took in what he had just said. Jenna knowing everything meant Jenna knowing that it had been my fault that her step-son had died. It meant Jenna knowing about Chris’ secret and it also meant that she would know that there was a chance, her second son, Ben, could be taken from her one day for similar reasons. My body went stiff with fear from the fury I was expecting to rain down on me any second. Internally I cringed away from Chris’ hands as he held me at length and shook my shoulders in the hope to trigger a response in my stone-like body.

      “I think she’s in shock,” his voice touched my ear from a distance. From the way I was feeling, I thought I might agree with him.

      “Let’s give her a minute.” This time it was Jenna’s voice. She walked over to stand beside Chris. “It’s alright,” she said. “Everything is going to be fine.”

      “Fine?” I finally spluttered out. “How are things supposed to be fine?” I unfroze from the place I was standing and launched myself into the nearest armchair. I had no idea where they came from, but crazy thoughts were whirling wildly in my head. I felt desperate and responsible for these good people. I felt I had to warn them, protect them. “She’s in danger, Chris,” I half-shouted at him. “Don’t you understand?”

      His face was calm and still carried the burning expression it had before.

      “They are going to come for her. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but sooner or later they are going to take her away from you.” Plain hysteria made my mind go blank again. if they were going to come for her, they might stop by to get me as well. And what about Ben—

      “You have to hide somewhere, Jenna. And take Ben with you.” I could clearly feel the desperation in my words. I was fearing for their lives as much as for my own and I wished there was a way to protect them. Worst of all, I already guessed that there would be neither a place for us to hide nor their willingness to hide at all. I could see it in their eyes; their decision had already been made and it obviously wasn’t my call to tell them what to do. I was the reason their first son was dead. I wouldn’t put any trust in myself if I were them—how could they, after all that had happened?

      “Claire, calm down,” Jenna told me. She didn’t sound angry.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I demanded, my voice shaking with a mixture of emotions. “Why didn’t you tell me that you knew?” I repeated.

      “We were about to call you any day now.” Jenna sat down on the armrest of my chair and put one hand on my shoulder.

      “We wanted to give you some time,” Chris said and his face looked a little smoother, less in pain, more focused, as he talked to me. “We knew that you would suffer almost as much as I do. All we wanted was for you to be stable enough. We knew it was about time to talk to you, but we were hoping you would call yourself—as you did, luckily.

      “I know I should have called—checked on you,” I mumbled, embarrassed that I hadn’t taken care of my angel’s family.

      “It’s fine,” Chris interrupted me. “We could have called, too. But we didn’t, hoping that you would be ready soon. You needed the time to get over the worst.”

      “How long have you known?” I turned to Jenna, beginning to be a little confused. “What did he tell you?”

      Jenna gave me a motherly smile and stroked over my hair lightly.

      “I’ve known from the beginning. Of course I knew. How couldn’t I?” Jenna smiled at Chris and he grinned back at her. It broke through his tormented expression like a ray of sunlight through the cloud bank. They smiled at each other for a while, making me feel like they had forgotten I was there.

      “Chris told me that he was an angel in the very beginning,” Jenna said, still smiling. Her smile became even wider.

      I remembered how Chris had told me about Adam’s birth, about what had happened there.

      I cleared my throat cautiously and their gazes became a little less distant.

      Her eyes lingered on my face, scrutinizing it for a moment. “When Adam showed the first signs, we were so worried.”

      “I’m sorry,” I tried to wrap my head around what Jenna had said. “I don’t understand—”

      Jenna and Chris both turned their eyes on me.

      “You both knew,” I gasped. “Why wasn’t it dangerous for you to know?” I was confused. Everyone had made such a fuss about how it would have been best if I had never known about Adam...

      Jenna laughed. How could she laugh about something like that? Adam was dead. Being an angel hadn’t helped him at all. I felt like tearing her smile from her lips with my nails.

      “Claire, you mustn’t be angry with me,” she said, the smile fading. “I am grieving for Adam. You know I loved him like he was my own child. I miss him and I always will.” The words sounded honest.

      “Then why—” I didn’t get to word my question. Jenna was answering it the moment the first words had left my mouth.

      She reached behind her back with her hands and I heard a sound like a zipper being opened. The next second, Jenna was framed by feathery shapes on both sides of her shoulders. Her eyes were glowing a light brown, a color very similar to the one I had seen in Jaden’s eyes.
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      I was sitting in the Gallagers’ living room, the hearth fire warming my side, and reassessing the situation. Jenna had made her wings disappear when I had managed to close my mouth after a minute of gaping at her. Chris had stood beside her perfectly calm, marveling at her like a boy. Now the two of them were sitting opposite me in two chairs, their eyes on my face, a little nervous. I had panicked and almost knocked my chair over as I had shifted it back half a yard, hysteria filling me.

      I still didn’t feel comfortable with opening my mouth to speak, though I had millions of questions I wanted to throw at them. How had they been able to keep me in the dark? How was it possible neither of them had ever suspected the other for what they were? How had Jenna been able to carry a child? Was it normal for angels? Did Ben know? What did this mean for me? Would I be in less danger? Or in more? What about Jaden? Could I tell him? Did he already know?

      My stomach growled with tension. I looked up, half-expecting Jenna and Chris to react to the sound; but they stayed where they were. Chris’ blue eyes were alive, scanning my face carefully, and Jenna wore an apologetic expression. Both perfectly patient, waiting until I was ready.

      I inhaled deeply and shifted in my chair. I felt oddly out of place in this all-magical set of people. The air filled my lungs and my mind slowly began to grasp what that meant.

      “Jenna,” I rasped. My voice didn’t sound like it belonged to me at all.

      “Yes, honey?” She was on her feet and standing right in front of me in no time. I couldn’t even blink, it happened so fast. The backrest of my chair forbade my shrinking too far away from her too-quick movement.

      “Sorry,” her eyes searched my face for signs of new hysteria. As they didn’t find any, she reached out her hand to touch my head; a comforting gesture. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      I just shook my head. “You didn’t,” I lied.

      Jenna smiled at my feeble attempt. Naturally, she was seeing right through me.

      “When I came here today, I didn’t expect anything like this,” I said, my voice still not really under full control.

      “Do you understand now—why we waited with telling you?” Chris asked from where he was sitting.

      “But I’m not stable at all.” I was still feeling the wires tearing through my insides, my heart screaming for mercy, and my mind unable to shut out the images of my beloved Adam.

      “You are stronger than you think, Claire.” It was Jenna again. “You are an amazing girl—the way you handle all the loss and the pain.”

      I thought about what she was saying for a while.

      “Does Ben know?” I asked.

      Chris shook his head.

      “We want to protect him as long as we can.” Jenna’s voice was dark. “He might never transform if there is no catalyst. Who knows.”

      “It would be best for him.” Chris agreed.

      I nodded weakly. Then a question sprang to my mind and it rushed out through my lips before I could hold it back.

      “How old are you, Jenna?” the words flowed on their own. I bit my tongue the second they were out, but it was too late anyway.

      She gave me a warm smile. “Forty-two—right now.”

      “And your real age?” The number she had named obviously wasn’t her true age.

      Another smile, a little girlish this time.

      “I’m older than this house.”

      I sucked in a breath and my eyes widened with surprise. That wasn’t what I’d been expecting, but somehow it seemed odd that she would express her age in terms of the house. I tried to remember what Adam had told me. Lenard Mansion, built by William Lenard in the late nineteenth century.

      “So, William Lenard was not your great grandfather—?”

      “He was my brother,” Jenna said dryly. “I was born in eighteen-seventy-eight as Jane Louise Lenard. My oldest brother, Charles, was seven years older than me. He was a good man. He always took care of me and my other brother, William.

      Jenna’s eyes grew distant and even Chris’ face hardened a little as she continued talking.

      “Charles and I had a lot in common. He had love for arts and for knowledge. He read hundreds of books. He always cared for the poorer and less-blessed in this world.

      “William, on the other hand, was a greedy man. He already was as a boy—nothing of any value was safe from his greedy little fingers. He was a year younger than me. Our parents died when we were young—I was only fifteen,” my heart sank with sadness as I realized the fate of the woman standing in front of me was so similar to mine, “and Charles was left to look after us. He had to bring in the money and it was only a matter of time until William began to claim all of it.

      “We couldn’t live off what our parents had left us for long, so William presented the idea to go away, to start some place entirely new. Charles and I found it a good idea to get away from the memories, from the problems in the country—it was hard times then—and so we left Europe and found ourselves on a ship to America.” She smiled without humor.

      “After weeks on the ship, we set foot on the new land. Charles found us a place to live. He was an educated man and had no problem finding a job in a bank. He earned enough for us to live on. William worked too, but just a little, living mainly on Charles’ money.

      “It wasn’t more than a year when Charles became ill. We had several doctors checking on him, but nobody found any reason for his sickness. He became weaker and weaker within days, and after little more than a month, he died, leaving William and me behind. It was hard times then. We ran out of money quickly and I tried to find a job, but as a woman, nobody would hire me anywhere. And William—he had plans of his own.”

      Jenna shook her head slowly, her eyes far away in the memory.

      “After a few years of living on whatever money William provided—I still think most of it came from criminal activities, he was much too lazy for honest work—William thought it was time I brought in some money of my own. I was young then, pretty. Eighteen. William invited me to a restaurant one evening. It was a fancy place. Too expensive for us, but he insisted he wanted to take me there that night. We met several people there and two men had dinner with us, Frank Linberg and Albert Gracy. Both of them rich businessmen. Frank was a kind man around fifty. He reminded me a little of our father, with his gray wavy hair and the dimple in his chin. Albert, on the other hand, was younger. Thirty-two. He was the only son and heir of an entrepreneur in New York, where we were living.

      “It was only after dinner, at home, when William introduced me to his plans to marry me to Albert Gracy. The deal was already made, or so he told me. I would become Albert’s wife and William would get a monthly payment and a flat in the nicest district in New York. He would get rid of me. That was what he was after all along. Money and nobody he had to share it with.”

      I watched Jenna turn to the window. She had me caught up in her story. I didn’t worry about anything right now, I was too amazed by what she had to tell.

      “I had no choice. William would have kicked me out onto the streets that day if I hadn’t agreed. Charles would have never let that happen, had he still been alive.

      “It was less than a month before the wedding took place. I became Missus Albert Hugh Gracy. William was only too pleased when Albert announced that he wanted to move further into the country to build some new business, as he called it. So we moved and that was when Lenard Mansion was built.”

      I didn’t dare to interrupt, but I was glad Chris did. It seemed like he didn’t know all of the story himself.

      “Why is it called Lenard Mansion when it was Albert Gracy who built it? Why not Gracy Mansion?” Chris asked curiously. He seemed as caught up in the story as I was.

      Jenna smiled bitterly. “Be patient. I’ll tell you in a minute.” And then she continued.

      “Albert was very successful. He became even wealthier within years. At the beginning, he took me out to parties a lot. He needed me as his accessory. He acted the perfect gentleman there, but at home he wasn’t. I was unhappy at the parties and I was afraid to come home with him after them, for he would be drunk and when he was drunk, he didn’t care when he hurt me.

      “After a while, I was alone at home most of the time with our servants. He lost interest, like a child in some toy, and I was grateful that he did. That meant I didn’t see him that often and I didn’t have to think of excuses for my black eyes or bruised lips.” Jenna’s face hardened. “He wanted an heir and when it became apparent we could not have children, he blamed me and the beatings began. I wrote to William to come and get me, that it was unbearable.

      “William neither answered the letter, nor did he come to my aid. It was thirty-seven years of bruises and pain when justice found me. I was grateful he had stopped thinking of me as a woman long before that night. After one of his parties where he had probably been drinking with some of the young girls he used to keep around, he came home completely drunk making loud noise and waking up the entire hose. I remember Carla, our kitchen-servant, standing in the entrance hall in her nightgown. I was standing on the top if the stairs, afraid it might be burglars.

      “When he saw me standing there, he yelled at me, as usual. He stumbled up the stairs, shouting about what a useless whore I was, and how he would kill me if he hadn’t promised my brother not to. He grabbed me around the waist and...” Her voice trailed off.

      “What happened?” My whisper was loud after the silence. Jenna turned around and pressed her lips into a thin line, her soft brown eyes hard as stone.

      “It was the last time he ever hurt me. Carla hurried up and tried to pull me away. Albert just lost his balance. You know the staircase. Straight down. Twenty-two steps. He was dead before he hit the hall. It was the happiest day of my life. I was finally free of the constant fear and the regular pain my husband inflicted on me. It was the night I spread wings for the first time. Nobody was with me. Nobody triggered my abilities. I don’t have to carry the burden you call mark. And after what I’ve learned since then, I’m endlessly thankful I don’t.”

      Silence filled the room for a while. Chris stood brooding in one corner of the room. I hadn’t noticed him walking over there.

      “What happened to your brother?” I asked, unable to restrain myself.

      “As Albert and I had no children, I was the sole heir, or so I thought at first. William turned up a short time after Albert’s death to claim half of my inheritance and it was legal. Albert had put it down in his last will.

      “When William came back, he brought a young woman with him—Greta. She was half my age. She was his wife. We became friends after some time of living together. She was very unhappy with my brother and I couldn’t blame her. He wasn’t violent, but she didn’t love him and with my half of the inheritance I could afford to buy a small house in the east of the country and I had Greta visit me as often as possible.

      “William died some ten years later, leaving his possessions to his wife, and we moved back in together. By then I had managed to get in control of my powers and I had learned how to age and re-age. I could confide in Greta with my secret and moved in as her twelve-year-old niece, and as Greta’s surname was Lenard, the house just remained Lenard Mansion. End of the story.” She smiled with the last words. It was a warm expression.

      I sat there, having soaked up her every word. How could I never have noticed how much there was to this woman—more than anyone would have expected? She was such an old soul. All the bad things that had happened in her life hadn’t made her bitter.

      It took some time for us all to return to the present. We spoke long and urgently about our new understanding of each other, and it was with reluctance that I finally said I had school the next day and needed to go home. We still had so much to talk about.

      “Will you come back tomorrow?” Chris asked at the door. His face showed traces of the burning expression I had seen earlier this evening.

      “Sure I will.” I hugged him goodbye. “I want to know everything and we will find a solution for your problem.”

      “My wings—” he exhaled the words, almost inaudibly.

      I nodded. “Good night.”

      On my way back home, I had much to think about. Too much to process so quickly. But most importantly, I knew now that although it was my fault Adam was dead, I was still wanted at his parents’ home, and this made me feel like a tiny part of my inner wounds were starting to heal. It gave me hope.

      When I pulled the car into the driveway, light greeted me from inside of the kitchen window. The back of Sophie’s head was visible as I walked from the car to the front door.

      Hoping that she wouldn’t have been worried, I unlocked the front door and let myself in.

      “I’m back!” I called as I slipped out of my shoes and my jacket.

      She was sitting in the kitchen with Ian, both of them laughing at some joke I had missed.

      “Where were you?” Sophie asked between two laughs. I was glad she hadn’t checked the time, yet.

      “Over at the Gallagers’.” I made it sound casual, like it was nothing special to do, hanging out there.

      “How come?” Her voice was guarded now. I could tell from the way the words hung in the air that she expected a good answer. She didn’t trust my mask of stability.

      I closed my eyes for a second, hoping to put on a believable face when I opened them again.

      “I wanted to see Jenna and Chris. I hadn’t seen them in weeks.”

      Sophie eyed me suspiciously.

      “I wondered how they were doing.” That was almost the truth.

      It seemed like Sophie was satisfied with my answer. She turned back to Ian and they returned to the conversation I had interrupted.

      On my way upstairs, I felt the pressure of the day crushing down on me. I had handled most of the situations reasonably well; I had even had a real conversation with my friend. I had found the courage to finally see the Gallagers and it could have been worse.

      I got ready for bed and crept under the quilt. My body felt heavy and limp as I stretched out my limbs on the soft mattress. My heart was bleeding. The entire day, I had been able to cover the pain of it with sensations of all kinds, always keeping the constant torment at a low level, but I had felt it all the same. Maybe today I had just made a first step towards not reacting to the continuous ache anymore. But did that make me stronger or weaker?

      

      The next day, Thursday, I was sitting in the cafeteria with Lydia. I had picked a table in the corner farthest from the entrance, hoping I would be mostly invisible there, and we were sitting in silence with our lunch and little interest in the conversations going on around us. I was deep in thought, with a slice of pizza paused halfway to my mouth when I heard familiar voices alarmingly close by.

      “No,” I moaned at my plate. “No, no, no. Not today.”

      Slowly, I set down the slice. I didn’t need to look. It was Amber and Jaden. Even though my voice wasn’t more than a whisper, Lydia shot me a curious look. I merely frowned at my pizza and dropped my head. If I could only conjure an invisible force shield that would keep them away—but of course I couldn’t. In reality, I could not have been more apparent to everyone and there they were, standing at our table and smiling broadly.

      Regretfully letting go of the thought that with a few seconds warning I could have grabbed my books and bolted, leaving Lydia to deal with it all, I simply raised my head and forced a smile.

      “Hey guys,” Amber said—too loud for my taste, and a bit shrill. “This is Jaden, our new student.”

      As if I didn’t know.

      “Hello, Jaden,” Lydia’s tone was polite and friendly. I managed a neutral nod.

      “Jaden, these are my friends, Lydia and Claire,” Amber trumpeted. Golden light seemed to swirl in the air as Jaden’s hair fell forward with his nod and brilliant smile. I saw Lydia’s eyes widen involuntarily.

      “Mind if we join you?” Amber was working this moment pretty hard and I wondered if it really was too late to grab my books and go. I disguised my upcoming eye roll with a blink and quickly looked back at my pizza.

      “Everywhere else is full,” Jaden said helpfully, with a tiny glint of amusement as he looked at me. Lydia responded by taking her bookbag off a vacant chair and setting it on the floor.

      “Please,” she gestured an invitation aimed more at Jaden, I thought, than Amber. I couldn’t blame her. He was amazing. They sat down, Amber making sure to take the chair next to me, putting Jaden across the table.

      “Jaden’s from Washington D.C. and is going to spend his final year of school here in Aurora.” Amber was practically chirping with delight.

      “Oh, really, Washington,” I acknowledged, smiling a little in spite of myself. Probably Jaden knew Washington inside out and could be convincing as anything if there were questions.

      “What made you move from the capital to this, well, whatever it is at the back of beyond?” Lydia asked with what seemed like honest interest, although little enthusiasm for Aurora.

      “Didn’t have a choice,” Jaden said, “My father got a new job. But Aurora seems like a pretty nice place.” His eyes flickered toward me for a microsecond, not long enough to alarm Amber. I admired how smoothly he told his story.

      “His father’s a lawyer...” Amber took over to tell Jaden’s story. It seemed a little like she wanted to show us how very well she had gotten to know the new guy in the past few days. I stopped listening after a while, watching her body language instead. The big word claim was written in her eyes and I saw it from the way she looked at him from the corner of her eyes. In her imagination, she was already planning their wedding.

      I saw it coming that she would hate me, blame me when Jaden wasn’t interested in her. If Jaden was watching out for me, his attention would inevitably focus on me and, unable to provide her the real reason, Amber would make up her own version of the story. She was going to get hurt and it was going to be my fault.

      “Claire?” a voice tore me from my horror visions. It was familiar. Jaden.

      “Sorry, what?” I looked at him and he locked his eyes on mine, not letting my gaze escape his.

      “Amber just told me about your problems with history,” he said.

      “Did she?” I replied coldly. “Thank you, Amber,” I muttered at her without being able to take my eyes off Jaden.

      “Hey, I didn’t know this was a secret,” Amber defended herself.

      “If you need any help,” Jaden continued as if Amber hadn’t spoken at all, “I’d be honored to lend you a hand.”

      My eyes were sinking into his, falling deep into the light brown of his irises. A minute ago, I had wanted him to stay away, to leave me alone to deal with my problems my way. Now I felt the heat of his nearness and I wanted him to stay with me forever. I wanted the people around us to vanish and time to stop. I felt oddly at home with him. All my sorrows had suddenly disappeared—all, but that bleeding heart of mine. I took a deep breath and kept falling deeper into his gaze.

      Amber cleared her throat a little too violently to sound natural. I jumped in my seat and the connection between Jaden and me was gone.

      “Thank you, but I have somebody who helps me,” I croaked, knowing that Amber would throttle me if I accepted Jaden’s offer. My gaze lowered back to my plate and I lifted the rest of my pizza to my mouth and took a big bite, indicating that I was finished with talking.

      “Oh,” Jaden’s disappointed voice was almost swallowed by the noise of the crowd around us.

      Amber turned towards him and pulled his attention back to her with detailed questions about his life in Washington. Lydia shot me another inquisitive look and this time I just shook my head at her and continued eating.

      On my way from school to the library, I had a little time to think about everything that had happened lately. Jenna being an angel. Chris not being able to spread wings. Jaden becoming a student. Amber crushing on Jaden. The strange feeling I’d had as I had exchanged gazes with Jaden.

      Mr. Baker, my boss at the public library, was already waiting for me as I hurried from my car into the building.

      “You’re late,” he told me with a cranky expression on his wrinkled face.

      “Sorry, Mr. Baker.” I dropped my bag behind the counter and got to work. A box of new books was waiting to be numbered and registered in the system and some people were strolling through the rows of shelves.

      I used to work at the public library most Thursdays, but I hadn’t in the past few weeks for reasons I’d rather not have had. It felt strange to be back here. It felt almost like everything was back to normal and I was reminded of the Claire I had been six months ago. But that girl didn’t exist any more than the reason that had made her change in so many ways. I took a deep breath and started to take books from the box, register them, and carry them to their designated places on the shelves.

      It was an ordinary afternoon at the library. Between books and customers, there always were minutes left in which I could ponder my situation.

      “Excuse me, Miss.” A bald man around the age of fifty said in a tenor voice. I looked up from the counter to see what he needed.

      “I’d like to borrow these.” He handed me two books. One was some novel by a French author I didn’t know, and the other was ‘A Compendium of Seashells’ by Anthony Shriner.

      I took the books from his hands and scanned them into the system as lent, then handed them back to the man.

      “Thank you,” the man said in a kind tone as he took the books from my hands and let them sink into a bag made of sand-colored fabric.

      “You are welcome,” I said and pursed my lips while I waited for him to leave.

      As I watched him straighten the handles of the bag, I took a closer look at his appearance. His clothes reminded me a bit of a mad professor—a scientist, maybe. Cord trousers in a muddy brown collar and a woolen pullover under a beige trench coat. His belly was round and he wasn’t much taller than I was. I made a mental note to ask him what the ‘Compendium of Seashells’ was about. Was it a novel or scientific literature? I was curious.

      “Good bye,” the bald man said and turned to leave.

      “Thanks and good bye,” I said in return and watched him walk to the door in small, shuffled steps. He seemed a bit lost and I wondered if he was going to make it to the door without stumbling over his own feet.

      He did make it. A few seconds later, he was squeezing out through the door he was holding half-open with his free hand. I shook my head about the odd man and returned to a completely different thought. How was I going to help Chris? I had seen it in his eyes the day before that he was hurting, that he needed help, but I had no idea what I could do.

      My fingers drummed on the wood of the counter absentmindedly as my thoughts ran laps in my head, trying to find some point where I could be of use to Chris. To help him in any form, I needed information. There were only some things I knew about his situation, but I was pretty sure that I knew the most important things. He was traumatized just like I was, only it was a lot worse for him—he had lost his mark, I had just lost my angel. Then there was the shock about Jenna being an angel, too. I didn’t know exactly how he had taken this news in the first place. And then there was the danger this meant for his second son, Ben.

      And then it hit me like a club on the head. The last time I had held ‘A Compendium of Seashells’ in my hands, it had been alongside another book. The one without a name and author. The one I had learned the basics about angels and demons from.

      “Thank you so much, Anthony Shriner,” I whispered to myself and darted from behind the counter to the shelf I had put it last. The library was empty, so I didn’t have to conceal my intended destination behind detours, making it look as if I picked the book randomly. I simply grabbed it from the shelf and launched myself into the chair behind the counter, where I opened it and started browsing through the pages.

      I ran through passages I had already read last time, searching for something having to do with wings. It wasn’t until the last chapter that I found something that sounded similar to what I was looking for.

      The Loss of the Heavenly Gifts, I read the chapter title.

      I let my eyes speed over the page, searching for keywords like wings, disappear, or gift and found a small passage talking about angels that cannot return to heaven for their means of rising up into the skies won’t show anymore. I sank into the text, hungry for any information I could get. Another passage told about creatures of shadow and thunder who used the sons of God’s fosterlings to torture them and deprive them of their gifts.

      “Anything interesting in there?”

      I jumped and snapped the book shut. Internally, I was tensed for a fight.

      Mr. Baker peered over the counter, his eyes looking slightly magnified behind his glasses.

      My hand clamped the book tightly as I let it drop to my side casually and turned a little, so the book wouldn’t be visible to the old man. I smoothed my expression, hoping that he hadn’t seen which book I was trying to hide from him.

      “Not really,” I lied. “I think I’m gonna put it back on the shelf.” I glanced at the clock on the wall—quarter to six. It was almost time to close.

      I turned back to Mr. Baker and pressed the book to my stomach, then slowly started walking in the general direction of the bookshelves.

      “Do you like fantasy stories?” he said, his voice a perfectly kind melody. It was a different voice from the cranky rush of words he normally used with me. It was creepy.

      I stopped, a bit surprised by his tone and his question and instantly wanted to hit myself on the head with the book for doing so. Reacting to his question like this meant he had hit some nerve. Deciding I had already reacted to his question, it would be least suspicious to turn around and answer as if nothing was going on. I moved in a small half-circle, hiding the book as much as I could under my arms, folding them across my stomach in front of it.

      He looked at me, still standing in the same place. His expression was calm and friendly. Maybe I was just being paranoid and his question had nothing to do with the book.

      “I haven’t read many,” I answered truthfully, shrugged and began to turn back towards the shelves. As I took my first step, Mr. Baker spoke once more.

      “Interested in the local myths?” His voice was too intrigued for it to be by accident.

      I stopped with my body half-averted from the gray-haired librarian. My eyes lingered on the shelf I so desperately wanted to go to—out of sight—and put the book back. I felt Mr. Baker’s eyes on my back as his question hung heavy in the room. My intuition told me that he wouldn’t leave it at that if I ignored him now, so I opened my mouth and answered with a question.

      “Is there anything to be interested in?”
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      I pronounced the words very carefully, putting a lot of effort into making it sound casual, nonchalant. The second they were out, I was positive I hadn’t fooled him.

      The silence which followed my question made the air in the room become tangibly thick with tension.

      I stood frozen, waiting, counting the seconds in my head. When I reached thirty and still no answer came, I gave a muted sigh and finished my turn to face him.

      Mr. Baker was still leaning against the counter like a minute ago. His eyes were fixed on me the same way they had before I turned away.

      “I think it’s time we talk,” he no more than whispered.

      My mouth fell open without my permission. From the way he smiled at me, bemused, I must have made quite a curious picture.

      “But first, let’s close. I don’t think we’ll have much use for more audience.” He eyed me for another second as I stood, still and unresponsive, and then turned around and walked over to the entrance door. His hand dipped into the pocket of his coat, and after some searching, extracted a keychain. It held a bunch of old-fashioned metal keys and one modern keycard.

      “Ah...there it is.” He grabbed the card and shook the keychain once, gazing into the distance as he listened to the sound of metal on metal ringing into the silence of the room. “You know, girl, closing is always the best part of the work in the library. It means that it’s time to read.”

      I watched the old man, tensed and ready to leap out of the way if he turned out to be an enemy. Right now, I wasn’t sure whom I could trust to be what they pretended to be. A quick glance at the clock told me that it was already past six. I should be on my way to Jenna and Chris. They were expecting me. At least I would be missed if I didn’t show up. But would they come searching for me? Would it be too late?

      The metallic click of the bolts snapping into place in the lock quickly brought my eyes back to Mr. Baker. He was already shuffling back towards the counter in seemingly uncoordinated steps and he was gesturing for me to do the same.

      “Please, come sit with me,” he said warmly.

      When I didn’t move, he gave me a disapproving look. “You’ve never been afraid of me before, girl.” A friendly smile followed his words and he looked the same as he ever did, just kinder—the cranky mask was gone completely. Why not? I asked myself and cautiously set one foot before the other until I was only a few steps away from the counter.

      Mr. Baker sank himself into one wooden chair behind the counter. “There’s another one free.”

      After another set of seconds I decided that if he had wanted, Mr. Baker would have had plenty of opportunities to hurt me or kill me, so I pushed myself towards the old man and sat down on the second chair in the small space behind the counter. We wouldn’t be visible from outside the library. If he planned to slaughter me, nobody would see it. Probably nobody would hear me scream either. It was still winter and the evenings were frosty enough to keep most of the population of Aurora inside their neat little homes after dark.

      My hands were still holding the book close to my stomach. I felt them shake, even as they were tightly folded over the book.

      “Well then, Claire,” he chuckled and the skin around his eyes went all wrinkly and his eyes twinkled boyishly—an expression I had never before seen on his face. I felt stupid as I sat stiffly in my chair, awaiting the catastrophe to come. But it didn’t.

      Instead, Mr. Baker straightened up a little. He leaned forwards and shook out of his coat which he let fall over the back of the chair, then he leaned back, resting his hands in his lap and opening his mouth to speak.

      “Long time ago—I think I was only six or seven years old—my father told me a story his father had told him once.”

      Mr. Baker smiled as he was talking and his eyes looked back into the past of his life.

      “It’s a story I want to tell you today—the story of Aurora. Not the official story. The myth that has almost died by now. Very few of the people living here know this story, and after tonight you are going to be one of them.”

      As his voice became that of a story-teller and his face stayed the calm, friendly one I had gotten to know so well in my first months in Aurora, my distress lessened a little and my spine managed to relax itself in my chair. My hands didn’t move from the book, though.

      “Imagine the place we are sitting right now as a huge field along the banks of Fox River. There are no cars, no streets, no houses. Occasionally, bands of Indians make seasonal camps along the river or build small villages, but the land is mostly the thick woods to the east, stretching all the way back to the Atlantic, and to the west, the prairie that seems limitless and only ends in the shadow of the Rocky Mountains.”

      Despite my preoccupation, I grasped his picture. The river I crossed over so thoughtlessly every day must have seemed like a dividing line between two different worlds back then. Before I could dive deeper into that image, Mr. Baker was going on.

      “Nearly two hundred years ago, European settlers were on the march to conquer the continent, but some stopped here when they saw the good river we have and the incredibly rich soil. They were farmers, they had animals with them—horses, oxen, sheep. They cut down trees to build their cabins and barns, they plowed the soil and planted wheat and corn. Their life was hard, but there was plenty of land and they were glad to work.

      “Soon, they needed grain mills and saw mills, which they built along the river for power. They needed blacksmiths and wagon-makers and carpenters, they needed general stores and churches. More settlers came and the dirt trails that lead from the farms to the settlement on the river became streets. The settlement became a town and the population grew quickly.”

      He paused and pushed his glasses up on his nose, breaking the spell of his story.

      I glanced at the elaborate old tall case clock that stood nearby. It was one of the library’s greatest treasures—more than a century old and still telling time perfectly. Right now it was telling me I was going to be late to the Gallagers. I felt a renewed urgency to get going, and his story so far was nothing more than basic history, what you could learn online or at the history museum. I had problems that weren’t going to be solved by Aurora history. Or so I thought.

      “Okay,” I said, trying to be polite. “Although, actually I’ve heard most of this before.” Then, not wanting to hurt his feelings I added, “It’s very interesting, though.”

      Mr. Baker sighed, the patient teacher waiting for the slow pupil to understand.

      “Claire, this history has everything to do with that book you are hiding under your arms right now.”

      I groaned inwardly because obviously this conversation was far from over, but still I wanted to hear about the book, so I tried to relax and not check the time. I didn’t need to, anyway, because just then the clock spoke for itself by softly chiming the quarter-hour.

      “We are getting to the book,” he assured me with a smile.

      “I know the book you are holding. I know what’s written in there and, more than that, I know the story that made people write this book and I know why it is still standing in this library.”

      My eyes searched his face for a sign of a trap, but found nothing but kindness and honesty. Although staying on the alert, I loosened my grip on the book ever so slightly and left it leaning against my stomach.

      “What does that mean, that you know?” I asked cautiously. My eyes hurt from keeping them open for too long without blinking, not wanting to miss any change in Mr. Baker’s expression, and body language.

      “About the angels,” he laughed as he spoke, “what did you think?” It wasn’t a real question.

      I sucked in a gulp of air and choked it back out again. Had I heard correct? Had he said angels?

      He smiled at my reaction. “I see you are surprised. I expected you to be. But you have to let me tell you the rest of the Aurora story because we are almost to the angel part.”

      I nodded, glad to divert attention away from myself and back to the book. I forced my breathing down to normal. I didn’t know exactly how much of a secret the existence of angels was, but I knew that there couldn’t be too many believers or the book in my lap would have become a bestseller.

      “Where did I stop—” He scratched his chin absently and then began again. “Ah, yes—Aurora is growing. The railroad comes in the 1850s and not just for transportation. The location in Aurora is perfect for building locomotives and train cars. Suddenly, thousands of laborers are needed for manufacturing jobs of all kinds. They come from all over Europe and build their houses and churches above the downtown so they can walk to work. Along the river, bridges spring up, factories are built, sidewalks connect elegant buildings of three and four stories. You young people know them as apartments and trendy restaurants, but once the heart of a city beat there.”

      His reference to the present day broke the spell again and I shifted in my chair, sneaking another look at the clock. He followed my gaze with a patient smile and drew me right back into the story with his next words.

      “Around the same time, a series of ominous deaths started.

      The first to die is John Andrews Jr., son of a prominent factory owner, who is found dead by his sister in the family home. There are no signs of violence or illness. They bury John Junior and his father, John Andrews Senior, kills himself a few weeks later—hangs himself.

      “Only a short while after that, a young woman, not older than you are, Claire, is found on the streets, her body lifeless. Again, no signs of external violence, neither was she ill. There are no wounds or other signs of an accident either.

      “People know that the boy and the girl couldn’t have simply dropped dead. It just wasn’t likely. But as there is no sign of poison found—

      “Just a month later...two other bodies. Again, no trace of violence, poison, sickness. The deaths are a mystery to the police. People start to be afraid. Theories fly about the wicked murderer who doesn’t leave traces. Townspeople look suspiciously at any newcomer. Some even revive the Indian legend of Devil’s Cave, which many years earlier people thought was the riverbank hideout of a renegade Pottawatomie warrior.”

      I listened to him, hanging on his words like a child at story time. I didn’t know where this tale was going to end, and I wasn’t even sure I wanted to know, but I was hooked.

      “Eventually, there was a murder with a witness. The beautiful daughter of a bookkeeper at the rail yards is found dead on a downtown street by a young man. He says he was on his way home when he heard a noise around the corner. When he got there he saw a human shape which looked as if it might have had wings. He says he couldn’t be sure because it was dark and it might have been the shadows, but he could be sure about one thing. The creature was floating in the air, a foot above the ground. And the girl was lying on the street in front of it—too far away for it to touch her. As he sprinted to help her, the creature disappeared just like that.” He snapped his fingers. “Word about the winged creature spread faster than you could imagine. After less than a day, the entire town speaks of a creature that stalks the night, waiting in the shadows to kill its victims without a touch.

      “Then for a while nothing happens, no deaths. Just the panicking inhabitants of Aurora and their superstition—or that’s what most of the people would think when they heard this story. But not you, Claire, you know better than to think of superstition.” He gave me a look that felt like he was x-raying me. It made me shift with discomfort.

      “Then, when after a month another body is found, the body of a child, the local priest is the first to call for a search. He wants to find this demon that kills people without even having to touch them or point a weapon at them. A mob of people follows his call, all angry and driven by the feeling of helplessness against such a force of the devil. They trust the priest to lead them to the creature. They think, as a man of God, he must have the best chances of fighting and defeating the evil.

      “In just a few days, they find him. A posse, headed up by the priest and the bookkeeper, are roaming the town when they discover a human form crouching over a body on the street. People report that he had huge white wings and his eyes were glowing bright blue. He was an awe-inspiring sight, but fear is very powerful. They must save their town, and without hesitation the bookkeeper pulls a pistol out of his waistband and shoots. Now the bookkeeper is a hero and the townspeople, unwilling to think about any aspect of the strange situation other than that they are safe again, return to their lives.”

      The melodious chime of the old clock interrupted briefly. Half past six. Getting late. But I wasn’t ready to leave.

      “They just killed him?”

      His eyes snapped back to me as I spoke. “Yes.”

      I shook my head disbelievingly.

      “The killings didn’t stop, though. On the contrary, they became more regular. Dead bodies were found almost every week. This made the bookkeeper think. He tried to find a pattern. Age, gender, profession of the victims, or hair color, skin color... He found nothing. Not until one day a man came to his office. He asked for a word. When he was alone with the bookkeeper, he showed him his wings. It was the first personal contact between human and angel that is known of in this region.

      “Of course, the bookkeeper needed some time to fully understand what was going on. The angel said he was a guardian angel, that he knew the bookkeeper was going to be the next victim, that he shouldn’t wander the streets alone these days, until everything calmed down a little. He also told the bookkeeper that the only reason he was showing himself to him was that he needed to know that the winged creatures were the good ones, not the enemy. One angel killed was bad enough.”

      I felt my mouth fall slowly open.

      “Fortunately, the bookkeeper believed the angel. He brought the priest in on the secret and, together, the three worked to entrap the creature of darkness.

      The plan was good and the angel was powerful, and so a demon, without the citizenry knowing anything, was killed in Aurora. But only one—the other one got away.”

      “There were two?” I half-whispered.

      Mr. Baker nodded, seemingly pleased with my reaction. “Yes, the first one was a short, dark-haired man. He was killed almost immediately. But the second one—blond with shoulder length hair—before he got away, he promised to keep returning until he eliminated each and every single part of the bookkeeper’s family.”

      The gray-haired man fell silent. He looked at me over the rim of his glasses.

      I stared back. “What happened then? Did he get all of them?”

      “That’s where the story ends. Nobody knows exactly what happened to the bookkeeper’s family. But what is definite is that the bookkeeper was the first to write in the book you’re holding.”

      I looked down and saw that my fingers had curled back around the back of the book.

      “It’s the crest of his ancestors on the first page and if any of his progeny still exists, they could perhaps be identified by the crest.”

      I opened the book and looked at the first page. The ornate crest looked back at me, showing a tree, a sword, and a flame, gracefully surrounded by elaborate scroll work.

      “Why would this book just be standing on a shelf in the public library?” I asked earnestly. “Shouldn’t it be safe in a rare books archive or something?”

      “Usually nobody comes looking for it.” He gave me a significant look. “But that’s mostly because nobody knows about it. If anyone does, though, I want them to find it.”

      “But it doesn’t have a title... How is anyone supposed to go looking for something without a title and how are they supposed to find it here—even if they know it exists?” The questions just bubbled from my mouth with uncontrollable interest.

      They made Mr. Baker chuckle.

      “Of course you are right,” he said. “Still,” he tilted his head toward me and raised his eyebrows to signify the mystery of it, “there are some who found it, despite all the reasons it ought to be hard to find.”

      I remembered the list of names I had read in the system last time I had held the ominous book in my hands. Riley Watson, Maureen McKensy, Adam Gallager. I shuddered involuntarily. How had Adam known about the book and where to look for it? I postponed finding an answer to this question and continued asking Mr. Baker the ones he might be able to answer.

      “Where did you get the book from?” My words had an accusing note. I didn’t like it, but I couldn’t help myself; they came out as they wished—I was beyond self-control. All I wanted was to draw the information from this man. I wanted to understand his part in the story, and I wanted to know how many people actually knew about the mystic world they were living in.

      “A friend of mine handed it to me eight years ago. He was ill and he had only a few months to live. I visited him every day until his very last one. Every time I saw him, he told me another part of the story I just told you, and much, much more. He knew the contents of the book by heart. He wrote some of them himself. And he got it from his aunt.” He frowned at the book in my hands. “Seems like this little thing has gone through many hands before it picked you to read it.”

      “Picked me?” I wasn’t sure I wanted an answer to this but the words were out all the same.

      “I’m so glad I have finally found one,” Mr. Baker said, almost solemn. He gazed at me with awe and flashed me a smile, exposing all of his teeth, that said pride.

      I stared at him, uncomprehending, while he looked back at me with the same gleeful expression.

      “Sorry, found what?” I pressed him.

      He just continued to look at me as if I hadn’t spoken, almost in a trance.

      The old clock ticked gently, slicing the minutes of silence into sixty countable intervals of eternity. It was patiently overseeing this moment as it had overseen many human moments before. I wanted to be the clock, unmoving and discrete, just a witness to history and not a part of it. But I wasn’t just an agreeable bystander. I was involved and now Mr. Baker seemed to be implying something more.

      “I don’t know what you mean, Mr. Baker,” I said, looking the white-haired man in the eye.

      His gaze never changed but he said, almost dreamily, “I’ve been dying to meet one since the day my friend Walter told me about them. And now I find out I’ve had one right under my nose. Thank you, Claire.”

      I felt a stab of panic. I had to stop this train of thought.

      “I’m really sorry, Mr. Baker, but I still don’t get it.” I told him, even though I knew this wasn’t going to be enough. His expression changed to a brilliant smile.

      “You are the first angel I have ever met,” he said, his eyes lit up with joy.

      My heart stopped. NO! He could not possibly have just said that.

      Mr. Baker smiled at me, solemn and respectful. “Don’t worry, your secret is safe.”

      “I’m really sorry to disappoint you—” My head spun for a second before I could think straight again. What on earth made him think I was an angel?

      He began to grin. “You don’t have to deny it to me,” he said. “I already know. Walt told me that there wouldn’t be many people to come looking for the book and those few who did would be angels, or part-angels. He had the book for thirty-seven years and every single person who asked him for it turned out to be angel or part-angel. I know what you are.”

      I stared at him, not knowing how to break the man’s heart.

      “Look, Mr. Baker, I’ve found this book by accident. It was just because it lay on the counter with several others last year when I came to work.”

      He didn’t stop grinning. It made me feel like whatever I was going to say, it wouldn’t change his mind.

      “I browsed through it because there was neither title nor author. I thought it was some fantasy story,” I lied and felt my cheeks grow hot while I spoke.

      “Why did you take it today?” he asked like he was catching a criminal red-handed.

      Damn! I didn’t have a plausible answer to that.

      “Believe it or not, Mr. Baker, I’m no angel. I never have been nor will I ever be.” As I fired these words at him, like the bookkeeper shooting at the wrong celestial creature, I heard the clock chime the three-quarter hour. It was a spur to get me out of there and this terrible misunderstanding and into the embrace of the Gallagers, who alone understood it all.

      “It’s really like I said—I found the book by accident and it’s more or less an accident that I’m browsing through it again today.” I cautioned myself to use a milder tone this time.

      “If you aren’t an angel, are you a believer?” He no longer looked transformed with happiness, but there was hope on his face.

      It really looked like I could trust him. He had been so delighted at the thought of meeting a real angel that I couldn’t bring myself to fear him wanting to harm them. But I also knew that I couldn’t speak entirely open with him.

      “I am,” I said, “and I have my reasons.”

      He looked at me, intrigued.

      “I really would love to go on talking to you. I’d like to know what else you know about angels and demons and I’d love to help fit some parts into the puzzle where I can—if I can.”

      Mr. Baker’s eyes became wider as I spoke.

      “Will you tell me where your knowledge comes from?” he asked.

      I shrugged and got to my feet. “I can’t promise anything. May I borrow this for tonight?” I asked, holding up the book we had been talking about.

      “You know, I always liked you, Claire. You remind me a lot of my daughter.” His face seemed more wrinkled as he looked down, his eyes sad, for a second. “Sure you can have it. Just don’t lose it. It’s valuable.” He winked at me. “Go ahead—good night.”

      “You know, I really am going to talk to you about this some other time. I promise,” I said as I was already setting one foot after the other.

      He lifted a hand to wave goodbye, half-nodding, and I was on my way, leaving the old man to his thoughts.

      I hadn’t lied this time. I was going to talk to him about angels again. I really was. I wanted to know whatever he knew in as much detail as possible. Maybe it could help me keep the Gallagers and myself safe; but first I needed to know what was safe to tell Mr. Baker and I wanted to talk about it with Adam’s family first.

      I searched my pocket for my keys as soon as I was outside the building. The cold evening air made my teeth chatter and I tightened my jacket around my chest to keep it out. I unlocked my car and jumped into the seat quickly, so I could shut the door behind me. I threw my bag into the backseat over my shoulder and started the engine. It took a minute for the heater to kick in as I was driving slowly down the street, heading for the Gallagers. The warmth helped me recover from the rigid wind outside, but I wasn’t remotely past the shock of my conversation with Mr. Baker.

      “Seems like I’ll be needing to keep an even better eye on you,” a voice said from beside me.

      I hit the brake instinctively. A car behind me honked violently as it pulled out from behind my frozen car and the driver showed me rude gestures as he rolled past me.

      “Keep driving,” the voice commanded, “you wouldn’t want to make any more enemies, as you already have a horde of demons after you, would you?”

      I looked over to the passenger seat and found, as I expected, Jaden’s handsome appearance next to me.

      “How many times do I have to tell you? Don’t. Do. That.” I gestured at him with both my open hands. “You are going to give me a heart attack one day.”

      “Sorry,” said Jaden meekly, “It’s so easy to forget to act human with you around. Oh, and keep driving.”

      “Why are you here?” I asked as I steered the car back into traffic, earning myself another set of angry honks.

      “It’s been a long afternoon,” he said, his eyes searching the darkness outside the passenger window.

      My heart was still thrumming inside my chest from the shock. As if the conversation with Mr. Baker hadn’t been enough, now Jaden had to test my nerves, too. I turned down the radiator, feeling the adrenaline doing it’s job faster than any heater in the world could have.

      “Did you know Mr. Baker knows all about angels?” I threw at him before he could start with anything else.

      Jaden remained quiet and continued looking out the window.

      “He saw me reading this book in the library today...” I told him about the old book and how I had found it and I had to laugh as I got to the point where Mr. Baker had thought I was angel.

      “I hope he’s not too disappointed,” Jaden said without any sign of amusement.

      “I told him, I am willing to share with him what I know about angels, though, I can’t think of a logical reason why I should know anything—ordinary human that I am. I’m going to have to make up another story. Great,” I grimaced into the mirror, feeling the discomfort creeping up in my body as I thought of the next time I would have to talk to Mr. Baker.

      Jaden’s head snapped in my direction, his eyes a luminous gold. “How can you say you’re ordinary?” he asked, his voice full of suppressed anger.

      “Because I am.” I stared at the road in front of me in a way that made it clear I wouldn’t discuss this with Jaden. We had reached the Gallagers’ driveway and were rolling up the curved road to the house.

      “I think it’s time for you to leave,” I said to him in the last turn before the house, “I don’t want anybody to notice you vanish... You never know who’s looking out of the windows.” I thought of Ben with a pang of sympathy. He was the one part of the family who still had to learn everything about what his parents were and what he was.

      “Oh, I’m not going to vanish,” he said just a little too loud to not sound aggressive.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, not willing to accept another surprise today.

      “I’m coming with you.”

      Jaden leaned back in the seat and folded his arms across his chest. I watched him from the corner of my eye, dreading that he was being serious.

      “They don’t know what you are, do they?” I asked, trying to get a clear grasp on the situation I was about to find myself in.

      “Nope,” he breathed at me, “but it’s about time we officially met. The tighter the network of good supernaturals around you, the better.” I heard him chuckle in the dark beside me. He seemed so much like a boy when he looked the way he did now—a student, my age. It was hard to bear in mind that he was almost a millennium old.

      “Get ready for a surprise then,” I told him and his chuckle stopped dead in his throat.

      “What?” he asked, somewhat panicked I guessed from the sound of his voice.

      I had to involuntarily laugh at his reaction.

      “Nothing too bad.” I clapped his shoulder with my right hand and stopped the car in front of the Gallagers’ house. We got out of the vehicle together and walked over to the front door, all the time his eyes resting on my face. I faced the massive door, so I wouldn’t have to look back at him.

      Jaden rang the bell as soon as we reached the door. Chris opened it and gave us a half-worried, half-surprised look as he saw the two of us standing there.

      “Good evening, Mr. Gallager,” Jaden said in perfect politeness, “I’m Jaden, I’m Claire’s guardian angel. Claire was so kind as to bring me with her tonight. I’ve been wanting to talk to you for a while but I figured it was best to wait until a proper occasion—such as tonight.” His words came out in a continuous flow, almost like a speech. It sounded odd coming from such a young mouth, considering his looks.

      Chris stared at Jaden, somewhat perplexed, and then at me, a big question mark in his tired eyes.

      “Sorry, Chris,” I said guiltily and then quickly hugged him for a greeting. “I didn’t invite him. He more or less forced himself on us tonight,” I whispered into Chris’ ear while hugging him, “but he’s okay, though. I’d rather he’s on our side than on theirs.” I was well-aware Jaden would hear all of the things I said and it was good he did. He should know how intimidating he could be for me when he was so unpredictable.

      “Well then, Jaden,” Chris said with a sigh and interest lighting up his sunken eyes, when I let go of him. “Please, come in.”
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      Jenna was sitting by the hearth fire in the big living room. She was twisting a strand of reddish brown hair in one hand, the other hand resting in her lap, fingers curled around a small black box.

      “I’m so glad to see you here, Claire,” Jenna said when we appeared in the doorway. “We were beginning to think they may have gotten to you.” Her worried face looked old in the fire light.

      “Sorry,” I said quickly and walked across the room to sit down beside her. She released the strand of hair from her fingers and before I could even blink, her hand was holding mine.

      “Don’t be. I’m just glad you’re okay.” She smiled at me with a face that had changed to motherly warm.

      “Our Claire here has gotten herself into an extraordinarily interesting chat with the local librarian,” Jaden said and he walked toward us with slow steps.

      It was a strange start and I wondered why Jaden had chosen to be so bold. A thousand years of guarding humans had certainly given him much confidence, but I didn’t see why boldness was called for now.

      I felt Jenna’s hand tremble around mine for a second, all the warmth wiped from her expression and her eyes cold.

      “Who’s he?” she asked, alarmed. She looked like she was preparing to jump at him if necessary.

      “He claims to be Claire’s guardian angel,” Chris, who was still standing at the door, said cautiously. I wondered if that was because he doubted Jaden’s words or because he wanted to protect Jaden by trying to not set his wife off. I couldn’t tell; but from the way Jenna and Jaden were tensing, I could tell they were preparing to fight rather than to talk.

      Before either of them could act, I interrupted.

      “It’s true,” I said in a voice more stable than I had believed it would be, getting to my feet and taking a step towards Jaden, placing myself between the two of them. “He has saved my life so many times—” It wasn’t a good explanation, but it made Jenna concentrate on me rather than on my guardian angel.

      “You’ve even talked to him on the phone, remember?” I stared into Jenna’s eyes intensely, trying to persuade her to believe me. “The day Adam died and you called me on my cell phone to tell me. It was Jaden who picked up the phone then. He was with me, keeping me from killing myself.”

      Memories of those first hours after Adam’s death flickered through my head and hot pain spread through my body. It was happening again, I realized helplessly. The room began to rock around me and my vision went blurry, everything just smears of orange firelight and brown wood. For a second, I felt unbearable agony and then it seemed like everything was flowing from me; all strength was leaving my limbs and I lost control over my body. I felt lightheaded and then my mind showed me a glimpse of the man I’d been missing for so long, his green eyes gleaming in his pale face, before I swayed and gravity sucked me down, bringing dense blackness with it.

      

      The room was still orange from the firelight when I reopened my eyes. I tried to lift my head to get a better view. Something restrained me. It was warm and strong. I was too weak to fight it.

      “Adam?” I asked in a voice that didn’t sound like mine. Speaking the one word used up most of the strength I felt I had left. I inhaled slowly, hoping to stop the room from spinning before my eyes.

      “I think she’s coming around,” a female voice said somewhere near my head.

      In a second, a face popped up in my vision. I didn’t recognize it in the blurriness.

      “Claire?” a male voice said my name.

      I tried hard to remember what had happened. The library, I had been at the library; then I had driven to the Gallagers with Jaden. Jaden. I blinked and slowly shook my head at the unwillingness of my system to react normally to its surroundings.

      “Claire, can you hear me?”

      I gave a tiny nod. My body felt like lead, like almost all my energy had been drained from it.

      “Okay, put her down on the sofa,” the male voice commanded.

      “I’m not putting her anywhere until she’s fine again,” another voice resonated close to my ear.

      “Do you think it’s comfortable for her that way?” the first voice snapped. It was Chris.

      Light footsteps moved across the room. Maybe Jenna. Then I felt everything swirl once more, for a second, before I felt something soft under my legs and back. My shoulder rested against a warm, breathing chest.

      “Jaden—” I said, hoping I was guessing right, “don’t be stupid, I’m fine,” but I ended with a little gasp of breath as I began to shiver.

      The chattering of my teeth didn’t help me sound convincing either.

      “I’m not being stupid,” I heard him chuckle above me.

      My vision cleared and I could see normally again. I made out Chris sitting in an armchair close by and Jenna standing beside my head, bending down to feel my forehead with her hand.

      “She’s cold as ice,” Jenna said, her voice all worried. “Do you mind if I warm her up?” The question seemed to be directed at Jaden, for he tensed under my back and his arms pulled me tighter to his chest.

      I coughed under the pressure of his grasp.

      “Sorry,” he said to me and loosened his arms immediately.

      I knew he could do it—warm me up. He had done so before, in the forest, not so far back in the past. But I wished he would let Jenna do it, because it was obvious that there still was tension in the air between them and if he let Jenna help, it might ease things a little. Did he already know she was an angel, too?

      “You could bring a blanket,” Jaden said stiffly.

      “That’s not what I meant,” Jenna replied, and her voice sounded slightly amused.

      “Then what did you mean?” he sounded somewhat annoyed. I shivered.

      Jenna’s hand made better contact with the skin on my forehead as she pressed her full palm against it and I saw her eyes begin to gleam in a chestnut brown. Heat streamed through my body from where her hand touched my forehead, warming up every inch of me.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, relaxing against the sensation while Jaden’s body tensed even more.

      “You know, I remember you,” Jenna said, obviously to Jaden again, “from before the telephone call. Seventh of June 1955. You almost looked the same—a bit younger maybe.”

      Jaden shifted under my back.

      “It was the year I moved away from Aurora. I was an old woman then—everybody thought I had died.” Irony was thick in Jenna’s voice. Her usually motherly face looked dark with sarcasm. “Me—dead. As if that was possible.”

      “You two’ve met before?” I interrupted but didn’t get an answer. I quietly wondered what had happened to make Jenna react so weirdly. Jaden was a good person—at least that was the way I had gotten to know him. Good.

      Chris, who had remained silent for a while, now shifted back into my line of vision. Seeing his slightly wrinkled face made it hard to believe that he was only the second youngest in this room.

      “I’m sorry, Jenna, but you must have me mixed up with someone,” Jaden said. The muscles in his thighs were hard under my spine. It made my back arch up uncomfortably.

      Jenna sat down in the armchair beside us. I couldn’t see her face anymore but I could hear her voice from behind my head.

      “No, no, no. I can remember it clearly. The day I decided it was time to leave town. You had a terrible row with Agnes. I saw you on the Downer bridge. You both were shouting and she was in tears.”

      “Agnes, who? What are you talking about?” Jaden demanded, with a note of panic.

      “Agnes Hall,” Jenna said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world and I sat upright in a flash.

      “Agnes Hall?” I interrupted again. This time nobody ignored me.

      Both Jaden and Jenna started at my sudden movement and eyed me curiously. Jenna’s brown eyes were wide.

      “You know about Agnes Hall?” she asked

      Jaden reached a hand out and pulled me back into his lap with a haul so strong it made me cough.

      “I know about an Agnes Hall whose father died when she was sixteen and who adopted her stepfather’s name when her mother married again.” My voice was low and my story flowed smoothly. It was a story I had heard often from my grandmother. “It was 1956 and Agnes Hall became Agnes Gabriel.”

      I could feel Jaden’s chest move as he gave a sigh of resignation. “Yes, her,” he said, very quietly. “Your grandmother.”

      In my mind’s eye, I saw a picture Gran had showed me of herself, a bright-eyed girl of seventeen with long black hair, holding a huge bouquet of pale blossoms in her slim arms. She was wearing a full-skirted dress in a floral print, and smiling at the camera. She was not so much pretty as she was refined and graceful, I had thought. But there was a grace about her, even in this motionless memory of a black and white picture, that would make her stand out in any company.

      Jaden had been tenderly curling my hair through his fingers and now with sudden decisiveness he pulled me in and kissed my forehead.

      “Tell them everything you know—and about Mr. Baker’s story, too,” he said when his lips left my skin. I looked up, trying to catch a glimpse of the expression on his face. “I have to leave.”

      He lifted me up as he got to his feet in a quick movement and placed me on the sofa where he had sat a second before.

      “Leave? Why?”

      He gave me a tender look of gleaming gold before he vanished.

      “Sorry.”

      The word hung heavy in the air long after he had disappeared.

      Chris walking over to Jenna, pulling her into an armchair with him, made me unfreeze. I hated how Jaden always seemed to have an agenda that he wouldn’t share with me. He would appear and be wonderful, and then with no indication of regret or affection, he would depart. More than ready, it seemed, to forget about me.

      It was something he had mastered perfectly and I was the one to stay behind, breakable and lost. I needed him. Did he not understand that? His seemingly random appearing and disappearing used to annoy me. Today was the first time I felt hurt.

      It was probably a good rule that guardian angels were not supposed to reveal themselves to their fosterlings. If he had obeyed that one rule, there would have been fewer misunderstandings—also I would be dead—

      “What did he mean, tell us everything?” Chris said, tearing me from my thoughts. Jenna, sitting on his lap, looked at me with suspicious eyes.

      “He isn’t exactly dangerous, is he?” Jenna asked with a tense voice. Her eyes were tightening slightly as I sat up and leaned against the back of the sofa with one shoulder, so I could have a better look at them.

      “Not exactly, not to us,” I murmured, my thoughts running laps in my head, trying to catch up with Jaden’s reasons.

      Both Jenna and Chris shot me a doubtful glance, which would have made me laugh out loud, if I hadn’t forgotten how to feel amused. That part of me was gone; buried somewhere in the wet earth of Aurora Cemetery alongside their son. I felt a jolt of pain running through my insides and closed my eyes for a second to steady myself.

      “Are you alright, dear?” Jenna’s voice came from too close beside me. When I opened my eyes, she was standing right next too me in front of the sofa. She must have teleported there. She acted like a worried mother as she bent down to feel my forehead with her hand once more.

      “Temperature seems normal,” she said to Chris.

      “I’m f... fine,” I croaked. I felt incapacitated, defenseless, like a puppet in its strings.

      “There’s no need to pretend with us,” Chris said with a hard smile deforming his pale lips. The firelight threw shadows across his face that made it look bizarre. “You know, we feel everything you feel, and what you feel is not so different from what I feel.”

      I nodded, more to myself, and straightened my chest, breathing evenly. Of cause it wasn’t.

      “I’m sorry,” I apologized, as if it would do any good, “I’m really trying to conceal my feelings and hide these moments of weakness that keep happening. If I don’t, people are afraid to be around me. Everything is easier if I just pretend.”

      Chris nodded. I understood he was doing the same. Both of us were fighting the same horror in our lives and both of us were failing over and over again. It had such power over him that he had lost his ability to use his wings. For a moment, a wave of pity washed over me. He was wrong. It wasn’t similar, the way he felt, to how I was feeling, it was far worse. Adam had been his mark and his son, and he had lost both

      Jenna had sat down beside me and put her arm around my shoulders. She was comforting me, not in the way Jaden would have; she was doing it in a way a mother would comfort her daughter. I leaned towards her for a moment, savoring the feeling I had so long missed in my life. It wasn’t the same as it had been with my mom, but it was close enough to feel at home for a while.

      “So, Jaden wants me to tell you everything,” I started, my voice muffled by the way I was leaning my head against Jenna’s shoulder. I was positive he had his reasons to want them to know everything and Jaden had never misled me, so I found it best to trust him and obey his wish. I started at the beginning; how I had found out about Adam’s abilities, the book at the library. Chris and Jenna listened to me intently and never interrupted. They sensed how hard it was for me to speak about Adam. Chris already knew parts of the story but he listened to it like it was the first time he heard about it. He soaked up all the information I offered, and I wondered if, to them, Adam’s existence already felt like a fairy tale the way it did to me.

      It wasn’t until I told Mr. Baker’s story about Aurora that they started asking questions. They wanted every detail of what the old man had said. I recalled everything as perfectly as I was able to and fed them the details willingly.

      The whole time I was speaking, I was feeling how bizarre it all was. Me, plain little Claire Gabriel, sitting by the fire in a grand house, discussing history and supernatural beings with angels, as if I did it every day. I half-expected it to be a dream; but it felt too real to be just that. I felt the heat radiating from the fireplace, Jenna’s shoulder under my cheek, Chris’ gaze on my face.

      I lowered my gaze as I reached the end of the story. Silence had spread in the room, the only source of sound the crackling fire, all three of us sunken into deep thoughts of our own.

      “What was she like?” I broke the silence, my voice barely more than a whisper.

      Chris eyed me for a moment.

      “Who?” he asked quietly.

      I felt my head swim for a second as the profoundness of the words spoken tonight crushed down on my mind.

      “My Gran.” I slowly sat up and stretched my spine. It cracked somewhere in the small of my back.

      I had to wait for a few minutes before either of them moved. The supernatural couple, both their beautiful faces stern.

      “She was an extraordinary girl,” Jenna finally said. The way her voice sounded let me know that she wouldn’t say more right now, but even this simple sentence made my heart jump for a second. Of course she was—she had to be. I had known her as an old woman. She had lived alone—never married my father’s father. She had always told me that they had had one single night together, and nothing more, but that had been enough that she knew she would never fall in love with another man. She stayed alone rather than marry out of fear of growing old unaccompanied. I had tried many times to imagine the courage she needed to face the attitudes of the times and the strength she must have had to raise her son alone and on her own. I wished I could be like her—standing tall in the face of everything life had thrown at her. I hoped she’d thought I’d made a good granddaughter.

      We sat in silence for a while, all of us back to our own thoughts. It was unusual that the Gallagers’ house was so quiet. It made me wonder why neither Geoffrey nor Ben had interrupted our conversation. Of course it was fortunate they hadn’t, but still strange.

      “What’s the matter?” Chris asked me, clearly sensing my feelings.

      “Where is everyone else?” I voiced my question.

      “Geoffrey has a day off and Ben,” he lowered his gaze and turned around to watch the flames licking the insides of the fireplace, “he’s gone out.”

      I heard Jenna sigh almost inaudibly beside me.

      “She’s always so scared—ever since we lost Adam—she almost didn’t let Ben set a foot outside the house alone in the beginning,” Chris explained the sound.

      I understood. I would be scared, too. If I had children I would probably be the worst mom in the world because I would be so overprotective, knowing what kind of dangers were waiting out there.

      “Shh,” Jenna hushed him, “we really have worse problems than my worries right now. Ben is no target for them, at least you keep telling me. It’s you we have to worry about. If you don’t get back your wings, your strength, you might be easier prey than even Claire.”

      I had always taken Jenna for a gentle nature; right now she seemed more like an officer, prioritizing measures to prevent a catastrophe. But I had to agree. None of the demons had ever had any contact with Ben. If we were lucky, they didn’t even know he existed. But they knew about Chris and they didn’t like the way he had kept them from finding him for years, suppressing his angel-powers, never spreading wings, leading a normal life. If they somehow found out that he was as defenseless as I was, they might come for him any second.

      I straightened up a little, eying Chris carefully. His face showed fear and pain, both fighting to claim the full space in his features.

      “Jenna’s right, Chris. We need to find out what’s wrong with your wings and you need your powers back. You’re an easy target without them and it’s only a matter of time before the demons come after you.” As they will come after you, a voice in my head added, reminding me painfully that Chris wasn’t the only only one I should worry about. Maybe they will, I countered the voice, but I have Jaden who takes good care of me. He’s basically guarding me around the clock. And he is ancient—powerful.

      The voice didn’t argue.

      On Chris’ face fear was winning the fight. He looked from me to Jenna and back again.

      “I know you are right—and I don’t like it.” He grimaced as he admitted the magnitude of the problem. Then his eyes finally stayed locked on Jenna’s. “But I’m not alone.”

      Jenna smiled warmly, her eyes melting into his, showing nothing but her love.

      “Right,” I interrupted their silent exchange, “but Jenna’s not that strong. She might be older than you, but still, her angel existence is roughly one-hundred-and-fifty years old.” I watched Jenna shift her weight, her eyes still on Chris’. Her violinist hands were folded across her chest, one of them rubbing her upper arm. She didn’t look powerful nor dangerous. She looked like an ordinary woman, like an artist—nothing like supernatural.

      “She can’t protect you. If they come for her, she is lucky if she can protect herself. Alone, she is helpless, we all are. If we don’t stick together, they can tear each one of us apart—some of us with more effort,” my eyes remained on Jenna’s lovely face, “some of us easier.” Both Jenna and Chris looked at me. They knew I was speaking of myself. They could tell by the panic in my voice.

      My breath had accelerated and my heart was thumping madly against my ribs. Helpless—that’s what I was.

      Jenna had moved towards me slowly. She was putting her arms around me, pulling me against her like a mother would a child that had a nightmare.

      “Shhh—” she rocked me back and forth, “I promise that I will be there for you if you need me. And Chris will, too.” I felt Chris’ hand on my head and the tears I had been holding back ran down my cheeks, wetting Jenna’s blouse.

      “You’re not alone. As long as the three of us are standing, we are going to fight against the darkness.” It was neither Jenna nor Chris’ voice.

      “Jaden,” I sobbed and broke out of Jenna’s arms to rush into his. My frustration and disappointment over his behavior earlier vanished into thin air, replaced by a tidal wave of gratitude. He was back and for the moment that was all that mattered. I could ask him later where he had gone.

      “And you, too, Chris and Jenna,” Jaden said past my head, “you can count on my help, too.”

      “So that’s it then,” Chris said when I wound myself back out of Jaden’s arms and stood beside him. “The three of us against the evil.” He held out his hand to Jaden.

      “The three of us.” Jaden took it and they looked into each other’s eyes before they turned to Jenna, who placed her hands into theirs.

      “The three of us,” she said with fierce determination.

      Chris smiled at the others and said, “I know, I’m not much of a fighter right now, but as soon as I get my powers back, I’m going to kick those demons’ asses.”

      I had never heard him speak like that. And for the first time since Adam’s death, I saw something similar to hope flaring in his eyes.

      “Wait,” I half-shrieked as I took in that their little pact was based on the number of three. “I’m going to help, too.”

      “No way!” It was Jaden. He looked worried just by the thought of me putting myself in danger on a demon hunt.

      “Yes way,” I interrupted his thoughts, not wanting him to come to a conclusion. “I have as much reason to hunt them as you have.” Images of Adam’s smiling face flashed through my head, leaving me aching and empty. “I know I don’t stand a chance if I try to hurt them—but I can do some research and I can try to find out as much as possible about their weaknesses.”

      None of them looked too happy with my speech. Jenna’s eyebrows were pulling together over the bridge of her nose, building a fine line of worry on her face. Chris mirrored my emptiness and my determination, but he hesitated to agree with me.

      Jaden shook his head, almost angry. He didn’t like the idea—I saw it in his eyes. It would mean more danger for me.

      “Four of us,” I said matter-of-factly and folded my arms across my chest. This was my life, too.
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      “What do you think you’re doing?” Jaden’s voice followed me into the car when I climbed in on the driver’s side. “You... can’t.” He was nearly speechless with disapproval and distress, yanking open the car door and throwing himself into the passenger seat. He flexed his hands in front of his chest in a gesture that screamed out of words.

      I ignored him. At least I had been able to convince Jenna and Chris that it was the right thing for me to do—to help where I could until I could be sure that all the people I loved were safe.

      Sophie, I thought. She was all of my family that was left. She was everything to me, now that the man I loved had been taken from me forcefully. And she was already packing her bags to leave for Indianapolis. I would be on my own in no time. Which meant a lot of time for research on the one hand, on the other hand nobody would miss me when the demons came for me. I swallowed the lump that was building in my throat. I knew that it was a matter of time; and the longer the peaceful no-show of the evil side of this war lasted, the more suspicious it grew for me. I wanted to be prepared, I wanted to be a little less vulnerable—physically and emotionally. I needed something like an armor to protect me from what was coming... a shield.

      I quickly started the engine, determined to act, not talk. It sprang to life and set into motion the second I pushed down the gas pedal.

      My anxiety over the safety of those I loved, not to mention my own safety, must have shown on my face because Jaden calmed down quickly and changed his tactics.

      “Don’t worry,” he patted my arm, “I’ll be there when you need me.”

      I grmpfed and concentrated on the road. This was another thing I wasn’t going to discuss with him. Relying on him just made me feel more vulnerable. I made a mental list of what I needed to do to take charge of my situation. Protect myself against the demons. Help Chris get his wings back. And of course, I needed to know everything Mr. Baker could tell me about demons. I needed—

      “When’s the last time you’ve eaten?” Jaden asked, interrupting me mid-thought.

      “What?”

      The road was almost empty. It was late. I hadn’t noticed how late it was and my stomach responded to Jaden’s question like it had a mind of its own.

      “Let’s find a place to eat,” he suggested. His voice was back to all friendly and controlled. There was no hint of his distress left in his tone and, from the corner of my eye, I saw that his face was relaxed.

      “Looks like Bobby’s is open,” he announced, pointing through the windshield. “How about it?”

      I pulled into the nearly empty lot, parking where the light from the windows fell most brightly.

      Jaden’s change of mood made me feel better. I needed his support these days, not his disapproval.

      I climbed out of the car and waited for Jaden to do the same. After a few seconds, I bent down to take a look inside the vehicle. He wasn’t there. The car was empty.

      “Jaden?” I asked into the darkness, fear creeping up my neck. Where had he gone?

      After a few seconds, I asked again, “Jaden? Where are you?”

      “Right here,” a voice beside my ear said.

      I jumped and almost fell into the car as I leaned forward in reflex.

      Two hands caught me by the shoulders and pulled me back. They turned my body around with a little too much force to be comfortable.

      “Sorry.”

      I stared into Jaden’s golden eyes.

      “You scared me,” I complained, out of breath. My heart was thumping at top speed.

      Under the pair of golden eyes, Jaden flashed me a boyish grin.

      “Don’t do that again.” I swatted his arm with the flat of my hand and grinned triumphantly when he reacted with an exclamation. Although in truth I doubted how much he had even felt my blow. I was pretty sure it took much, much more to make an impression on him. I shook my head in annoyance—what a child he could be.

      “Let’s go,” I commanded, enjoying the chance to boss him around even if it was just over when to enter a restaurant, and marched ahead. Jaden opened the door for me and I stepped in with my guardian angel close at my heels.

      When we entered the restaurant, a cloud of voices and the sound of cutlery on china mixed with laughter greeted us. Jaden walked ahead. He crossed the room in quick strides, aiming for a table at the back.

      “Take a seat, please,” he said, politely pulling a chair out, and waited for me to settle down on the uncomfortable looking piece of wood.

      “Thanks.” I walked around the table and sank down onto the chair. It felt strange to be with Jaden in such a public place. He was there at school, every day, but there we officially didn’t know each other any more than he did the other students. There we were just classmates and nothing more. Now we were—what exactly were we?

      I was his fosterling. He was my guardian angel. He had become someone I could trust, somebody who was there for me. He had healed my wounds and taken away my pain. Images of the disaster in the demon’s villa last year flashed through my mind. He had let the enemy capture him to be able to protect me, to be there for me. He had endured pain and humiliation just for me. He was more than just an angel. He was my friend.

      My eyes wandered across the table until they found Jaden’s face on the other side. He was already studying the menu, just another late-night customer with food on his mind. A pang of affection ran through my body.

      “What can I get for you?” The voice of the waitress interrupted my thoughts. I looked up at her blankly.

      Behind a pretty face and a mane of reddish-blond hair I saw a sign saying “Burger of the Day plus soft drink”.

      “I’ll have the burger of the day, please,” I shot, surprised by the speed of my decision.

      “To drink?” the pretty face asked in an unnerved tone.

      “Nothing,” I shook my head to the side and looked at her more closely.

      “Sure?” Strands of reddish hair bounced from her shoulder as she cocked her head with an unbelieving expression like I had just said no to the jackpot.

      I felt myself blush and gave her a quick nod before I looked back down, examining the tablecloth with unwarranted interest.

      “Got it,” the waitress sighed. “And for you?” she addressed Jaden in the same manner.

      “The same as the lady, if you please,” he said with a slight snicker.

      “Okay,” she said between her teeth which were exposed in a bizarre friendly grin. She turned on her heels in a somewhat elegant spin and disappeared behind a corner.

      “What’s wrong with her?” I asked into the red and white pattern of the tablecloth, not really expecting an answer.

      “Pregnant,” he said quietly but without hesitation. “And her boyfriend’s on drugs.”

      I looked up, half-expecting him to show me a victorious grin that would tell me that it was a joke; but there was no grin on his face. Not the hint of a smile decorated his lips.

      I leaned forward to get closer to his face. “Are you serious?” I wasn’t sure if I wanted an answer to that.

      A tiny nod confirmed my worries.

      “How do you know?” I asked before I could think.

      Jaden leaned back in his chair and smiled at me with white teeth. He seemed to be enjoying this. “Already forgotten who I am?” he challenged me, with an indulgent grin and a twinkle in his eye.

      “You’re my—” I began, but then his eyes flickered around the room and I broke mid-sentence and lowered my voice. “You’re my guardian angel.”

      “Correct,” he answered, equally hushed, “but I’m more than that.” He eyed me for a second like he was waiting for the theatrical tension to build up. I waited for him to speak, watching his lips.

      “I’m an angel.”

      Okay, I already knew that. I rolled my eyes.

      “Don’t do that,” said Jaden with a forbidding look on his face. “I’m a real angel.” He said it as if he was sharing a top secret with me.

      “And Chris and Jenna are what?” I asked, a bit confused.

      “Half-breeds,” said Jaden in a whisper.

      “Which is a bad thing?” I asked, somewhat disturbed by the way he way he said it.

      “No.” His answer was curt.

      “What then?” I folded my arms across my chest and leaned back, fixing him with my eyes.

      Jaden looked back at me. His golden eyes looked flat in the slightly orange light in the restaurant. He picked up a piece of bread from the basket that was standing in the middle of the table, separating the flat surface into two halves—his own and mine.

      “Nothing,” was all he said and took a hearty bite, keeping his eyes locked on mine.

      I watched his jaws move rhythmically. I had never taken Jaden for someone who cared about what people were, where they came from. I had always thought that he was someone who judged people by what they did, not who their parents were.

      After a moment, I dropped my eyes. I felt bad. What if he hadn’t meant it the way I had understood? What if he really just meant half-breed as a sort of description of a creature’s roots. Like a mixture of races. Nothing good, nothing bad. Just a statement.

      “Oh, come on,” Jaden said and I looked up uncertainly.

      I wasn’t sure if he sounded angry or amused. It was something in between, and I neither felt like being shouted at nor like being laughed at.

      When my head was completely lifted, I noticed the waitress slouching towards us with two heavily laden plates in her hands. My eyes snapped to her stomach. She had a small round belly that was too pronounced to be part of her slender form. My eyes fluttered from her to Jaden, to her and back to Jaden.

      The guardian angel nodded a tiny little bit and I almost coughed at my own stupidity.

      Of course she was pregnant. It was obvious. I just hadn’t noticed before.

      “Here you go,” the girl said without enthusiasm as she set down the plates on each side of the basket. She didn’t sound like her mood had improved at all.

      “Thanks,” I said but my eyes were back on her belly until she turned around and vanished behind the corner again.

      “Don’t think I’m stupid,” I told Jaden.

      He gave me an innocent look.

      “You saw her belly.” My eyes bore into his accusingly.

      Jaden withstood my gaze for a minute before he shrugged. “Sure I saw it.”

      I felt myself grow a few inches by the victory of seeing through him.

      “But the belly didn’t show the part about the boyfriend.” He leaned over his burger, picked up fork and knife and started eating.

      “Maybe he isn’t,” I suggested and instead of just grabbing my burger, I mirrored his movements, grabbing my cutlery as well and slicing up the burger that sat on a mountain of fries on a plain white plate.

      “Be sure, he is.” Jaden swallowed his mouthful of burger and replaced the vanished food with a fork full of fries.

      “How can you know that?” I asked again, expecting a better answer than before. I even paused eating to listen to his answer.

      “I already told you... I’m an angel. I know things.”

      I stared at him until his movements slowed and finally stopped.

      “What now?” he asked, somewhere between amused and irritated.

      “Don’t tell me you can read minds,” I dreaded the worst. “Because if you can, I swear to God, I’ll...”

      “Don’t swear to someone you don’t know,” he interrupted me with cold eyes.

      I swallowed the rest of the sentence and looked at him, feeling guilty.

      “No,” he sighed and let a half-smile flash across his face as he took in my expression, “I can’t read minds—fortunately. The mess of feelings in this room is enough to drive anyone crazy. I don’t feel any need to know what they think exactly.”

      Jaden started to eat again while I watched him.

      “I can assume a little better than the part-angels can. Call it intuition. I know almost exactly why somebody feels the way they do without asking.”

      Once more I was amazed by what this heavenly species could do and once more I felt transparent, like I was nothing more than a glass bottle filled with reasons and motives, all visible to this thousand-year-old man across the table.

      We finished the meal in silence and left an extra-large tip sticking out under the bread basket. I had to admit that half a cow and a ton of French fries could make a hungry girl feel better, even if the dinner conversation had been exceedingly unusual.

      There was a cold, steady breeze blowing as we walked out into the darkness and climbed into my car. Spring was not imminent. I shivered just a little and decided to ask Jaden one more question.

      “When do you think they will attack?” I asked while I was steering the vehicle out of the lot and back onto the street.

      “They?” Jaden asked, surprised.

      “The demons,” I whispered and instantly wondered why—we were alone in the car.

      “Don’t know,” he answered with a lightheartedness I hadn’t expected to hear in combination with this topic.

      “I’m still afraid,” I admitted. He would know anyway.

      His low snort and then a hushed chuckle as an answer made me wonder what he was thinking. Was he trying to downplay everything so I wouldn’t get myself in danger?

      “I’m going to talk to Mr. Baker on the weekend. I have to find out what else he knows,” I returned to the discussion earlier this evening. “I think, maybe he could help a little.”

      I was positive that Mr. Baker knew a lot of things that could help us and I wanted to know every single one of them. I had the strong feeling that his knowledge might be essential one day. One day soon, the voice in my head corrected me.

      

      I hurried down the corridor to the classroom the next day. I was late to school again. Jaden had left the minute I turned off my car the night before, promising to be there for me if I needed him. I had felt safe enough to take a quick shower, but once in bed sleep refused to come. It had taken hours of tossing and turning for my body to finally shut down, and when it did, the dreams had come. Adam had been in them, and the awful, aching pain in my chest. The last dream had left me hot and drenched in sweat, my heart pounding as if I had just run a marathon. It hadn’t been a nightmare.

      “Over here,” I heard Lydia call me from nearby. She waved at me and gestured at a free chair beside hers.

      “Thanks,” I whispered and sat down the moment the teacher entered the classroom.

      Lydia already had her books open in front of her. I searched my bag for my books and came up empty. I hadn’t packed the right things for the day. Instead, I had taken another shower right after I had rolled out of bed in the morning.

      Sweat was building up on my neck when I just thought of the dream. I blushed and bent down, pretending to put down my bag, so I could hide my face.

      I could feel Adam’s hands gliding down my neck, my back, my jaw, my throat, my chest, my thighs...

      A loud cough brought me back to reality. My hand was lying on my neck, my fingers in my hair where Adam’s hands had been only a few hours before. With a start, I snatched my hand away, and looked surreptitiously around the classroom to see who might have noticed.

      No one. Everyone was paying attention to the lecture. With one exception. With the tiniest nod and the biggest grin, Jaden let me know he had been enjoying my minute almost as much as I had.

      Dang, I thought and hid my face behind my hands. Jaden always knew how I felt—always. So he had known last night. I felt myself die from embarrassment and shifted lower into my chair. The earth beneath me didn’t open a hole and swallow me like I was hoping. It remained rock-solid beneath my feet for the rest of the morning.

      “Steamy night?” Jaden asked mischievously when he caught up with me in the corridor after class. His golden eyes twinkled.

      “Ummm—” was all I could get to leave my mouth. I felt my face turn pink and looked around for Lydia who had to be somewhere near.

      “Lydia,” I half-shouted when I spotted her ahead in the corridor. I hurried on and left Jaden standing where he was. I simply had no idea what to tell him. I had never had a dream like this before. Not even when Adam had been...alive...

      All the heat of the dream was gone within a fraction of a second. Suddenly I felt dizzy.

      Dead, the voice in my head echoed. Dead.

      I felt the blood drain from my head, and numbness take command of my body. My heart, on the other hand, screamed silently in pain as if some terrible unseen knife were slicing it into a million pieces. A pale haze blinded me and I reached out reflexively for something to grab onto. My fingers curled desperately around something soft.

      “Are you alright?” a frightened voice asked. It was Lydia. I was hanging on to her.

      I tried to nod. I had to be strong. I would not be some labile creature so easily destroyed by, by... by what? I didn’t know. I had promised myself to be strong and I had failed. Again, the voice in my head added and the frequency of its appearance in my thoughts should have alarmed me, but I had more immediate problems.

      I couldn’t see, and the sound of my blood was a roar in my ears. My legs had turned to pudding. Everything was blurry and the noise of my blood rushing through my body was so loud that I could hardly distinguish the sounds coming from outside my body. A cool hand pressing down on my face helped me refocus. I directed my eyes toward the face behind it and continued staring until I finally made out the outline of a familiar face.

      From a distance I could hear someone saying. “Claire! Claire! Are you ok?”

      I was silent for a moment, unable to process either the question or a reply.

      “Sit down,” the voice commanded and pressed me down until I landed in a hard chair which supported my weight willingly but didn’t make me any more comfortable. I felt a wave of nausea and then, in a split second, it was over.

      I was sitting in an empty classroom and Greg and Lydia were crouched protectively around me. My right hand was still clenched on Lydia’s sweatshirt. I forced my hand away from her.

      “I’m sorry,” I breathed out weakly. “Don’t know what happened there—”

      I looked away so I wouldn’t have to explain myself for the hundredth time, because for the hundredth time I wouldn’t have a new reason—it was always the same.

      “It’s ok,” Greg said. “Just stay quiet for a minute.”

      Only then did I notice Jaden. My guardian angel, but not with me. As far away as he could get from me without leaving the room. Instead of showing alarm or concern or any intention to take action, his beautiful face was crumpled in agony. He made not the slightest move. Greg was speaking again.

      “Can you stand up?” Greg’s voice claimed my attention. He looked concerned when I did so. “Do you think you can walk?”

      I pondered his question for a moment. “I think so—” I answered truthfully.

      “Thanks,” I said and set one foot after the other carefully.

      Together, my friends ushered me to the door and watched with parental care as I ventured out into the traffic flow. I must have convinced them of my recovery because by the time I turned into the next corridor, they were gone and it was Jaden keeping pace with me. A sideways glance at him showed me that he was still wearing the same expression.

      “What’s happening, Jaden?” I asked in a low murmur, but he didn’t answer. The look of anguish he had been wearing smoothed into a guarded mask and then he vanished.

      He didn’t show up for any of our other morning classes and it seemed like an eternity until lunch. Instead of paying attention in class, I spent my time puzzling over why he hadn’t come to my aid. It was so not the Jaden that I knew. But then, did I really know him? Did he feel incapacitated by the presence of the other students? Or was he getting tired of saving me? Did he start to find my pathetic existence ridiculous? I couldn’t blame him if he did.

      When I sat down opposite from Lydia and Greg with my bowl of Thai soup, I spotted Amber and Jaden at the other end of the room. Jaden was looking at her intensely, like he was trying to decipher something. His face was strained.

      Amber looked beautiful as always. I wondered how long it would take before Jaden finally forgot that he had come here to protect me. Maybe what had happened in the morning were the first signs of him changing his mind. I could already see him with Amber, hand in hand, a perfectly happy couple; both extraordinary, both beautiful. Once he recognized this truth, he was going to leave me to my fate.

      I ate my soup in silence and waited for the others to finish.

      “What are you doing this weekend?” Greg asked cheerily as we got to our feet and headed for the next class.

      “I’m invited to the Walters’,” Lydia hooted all happy as she beamed at us. “Richard’s parents wanted to have us both over for the weekend.”

      Greg rolled his eyes at me. I warned him off with a meaningful squint. At least one of us was happy. It was great for Lydia that her relationship with Richard was growing into something serious. Ian, Richard’s brother was my sister’s boyfriend. I knew Ian quite well and if Richard was half as sweet to Lydia as Ian was to Sophie, Lydia was one of the luckiest women in the world.

      “And you?” Greg asked me.

      “Nothing special,” I shrugged, “Sophie is leaving for her internship tomorrow,” I quickly explained to them that my sister was going to Indianapolis for a while. “I guess I’ll read a bit, catch up with homework, study, whatever...”

      “You could come over and have lunch with my family on Sunday if you’d like,” Greg offered, with obvious hope in his blue eyes.

      “Uhm—thanks,” I pursed my lips for a second, searching for an excuse, “—but I’m already meeting somebody this Sunday.”

      Greg eyed me suspiciously. “A friend of yours?” His casual tone was completely forced.

      “Almost—” I countered, “—my boss.” This was a lie. And then I realized that maybe this wasn’t too bad an idea. I knew that I needed to talk to Mr. Baker anyway if I wanted to know more about what he knew. Time was rushing by and I needed to learn everything he knew as quickly as possible.

      Greg watched me think and finally shrugged. “Another time then,” he said and led the way through the desks as we reached the classroom.

      I came home from school early. When I opened the door and stepped into the house, Sophie’s things lay strewn across the stairs and living room.

      “Sophie?” I called before I even took off my shoes, tensing for a fight.

      I slowly walked toward the kitchen to look for her. When I was halfway there, I heard her.

      “Up here!” her voice came from her room upstairs.

      I hurried back and up the staircase just to find Sophie in the middle of more clothes, kneeling on the floor next to an open trunk.

      “I honestly don’t know what I should pack and what I shouldn’t,” she said when I poked my head into her room.

      I walked to the corner of the room and started picking up things she had dropped there. When my hands were full, I carried the pile of clothes to her bed and folded them neatly, wordless.

      “You don’t need to help,” Sophie commented on my activities.

      I ignored it. It was the last evening together. I wanted to be around for a while, I wanted her to see that I was alright on my own, that she could leave without a guilty conscience nagging her.

      “It’s alright,” I said and handed her the small pile of folded shirts, “I’m glad to help.” I sat down right above the trunk at the end of Sophie’s bed. The trunk was half full.

      “Do you need any of the things from downstairs?” I asked.

      Sophie looked at me for a while. “Are you sure it’s okay that I leave?” Her face was worried and her young features looked old with the burden of taking care of me. I hated to see her like this. It made me feel like she would give up everything for me—if I needed her here.

      “I’ll be fine,” I nudged her shoulder and gave her a reassuring look. “Don’t you always worry about me. You’ve got a life of your own you need to take care of.”

      Sophie straightened up and hugged me quickly. “I’m gonna miss you, little sister,” she said as she squeezed me for a moment. “Just promise me that you won’t do anything stupid while I’m gone, will you?”

      I nodded into her shoulder and pulled free of her arms. “Don’t worry,” I repeated, “I’ll be alright. Nothing’s going to happen to me. I’ve got Ja—” I stopped mid-word and coughed to disguise my mistake, “—Amber,” I corrected quickly, “and Lydia and Greg. They are there for me if I need something.” I searched her face looking for signs that she had taken notice of my error.

      “Of course,” she answered with a smile. It made me relax. “You have a bunch of great people as friends.” She bent back down to her trunk and put the pile of shirts I had handed her on top of the other things in there before she looked up again. “Tell them I said they should take good care of you while I’m away.” She smiled at me and winked and I nodded at her, not at all intending to forward her request to anybody.
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      The alarm clock rang aggressively on the bedside table.

      “Shut up,” I groaned from somewhere between the pillows and curled more deeply into the blanket; but the noise didn’t stop. So I reluctantly unfolded myself out of the pillows and killed the alarm with one hand.

      It was Sunday morning. Sophie had left for her internship in Indianapolis the night before with Ian and I was alone in our house. Sophie was going to be gone for twelve weeks—if nobody died this time.

      To be honest, I was glad that I had the house to myself. I needed the time and the space to do some research.

      As I had told Jaden, Jenna and Chris, I was determined to help find out what I could about demons until I found something that would help us fight them. Naturally, Jaden had tried to talk me out of it after I had decided to fight with them. It had been exhausting. He had his points, that knowing too much would make me an even more attractive target to them and that whatever I found out, I would still be human and they would still be supernatural, strong and terrible and dangerous.

      Still—I was the one to choose what I wanted to do with my life, and I was decided. I was going to fight.

      I slid out of bed and got myself cleaned up and dressed at record speed. Today was the first day of my research and I wanted to use it as entirely as possible.

      I rushed to the kitchen and grabbed an apple, tucked it between my teeth while I zipped up my jacket and ate it on my way out of the house. Pale sunlight greeted me from behind the houses. My car was standing in the driveway where I had parked it the day before.

      I hurried through the cold March morning, the apple still between my teeth. I let them sever the flesh of the fruit and chewed while one hand fumbled for the keys in my bag. I slid into the car, put the key in the ignition and continued eating. As I turned the apple to take another bite, my eyes fell on my wrist. A thin silver bracelet with a small purple stone woven into several layers of shiny silver was wound around it. It was Adam’s birthday present. He had given it to me on my nineteenth birthday and I hadn’t taken it off since the day he had died. It made the memory of him somehow tangible. The purple stone glimmered in the morning sun. It looked so pretty that I couldn’t take my eyes off it for a while, losing track of time, lost in memories. It was only when my cell phone rang, that I could tear my gaze off it.

      A text message from Sophie.

      
        
        
        Hi! Everything is fine here. Call me when you can. Sophie

      

        

      

      I stared at the display for a second and decided to call her later. First I would meet Mr. Baker and do my homework on demonology. I was determined to be of use in the little pact with the Gallagers.

      I finished my apple and turned the key to start for the city. There was a low gurgle and the engine fell silent.

      “Oh, come on,” I said to the car. I turned the key again. Another gurgling noise before the engine fell silent again.

      “Not now, please.”

      The car didn’t respond. Neither to my attempts to start the engine, nor to my pleas. So, I got back out, my bag tucked under my arm, and slammed the door shut behind me. Luckily my destination wasn’t too far, and I started walking down the street.

      The curtains in the windows of the houses I passed were all drawn closed. It was too early on Sunday morning for anyone to bother getting out of bed. I didn’t see many cars on the street before I reached the crossing into the main road five minutes later. It was quarter to ten. I was late.

      When I hurried across the street, I already saw him standing in front of Noel’s, the small coffee shop across the parking lot behind Aurora High School. He looked taller against the sunlight than he actually was. His old back bent a little and his trench coat swung around his knees with every tiny step he was taking, as he walked up and down in front of the window, waiting for me.

      I hurried up even more and half-jogged along the sidewalk toward the old man.

      “So sorry I’m late, Mr. Baker,” I called as I was close enough for him to hear me. I had called him Friday evening and asked him to meet me. Knowing he would get part of my story, he had agreed to meet me to talk today. I had blocked the entire day for him, so we would have time to talk about the details of our knowledge.

      He lifted a hand and dropped it back to his side as if to say it’s alright, never you mind girl, but he didn’t say a word until I stood in front of him.

      “Good morning, Claire,” he said in a rough voice. It sounded like he had a bad cold.

      “Oh my God, Mr. Baker, you sound sick,” I uttered.

      He held a handkerchief in his hand and continued coughing into the checkered fabric.

      “I’m fine, girl, I’m fine,” he reassured me and blew his nose. “Let’s get inside. It’s still winter out here.”

      He shuffled towards the entrance door of Noel’s and pushed it open with his free hand.

      I hurried to help him hold it open while he entered the small shop.

      “Good morning,” a voice greeted us from behind the counter. It wasn’t old Noel like I had expected. A girl my age was standing next to the coffee maker, a glass in one hand, a dishtowel in the other.

      “Good morning,” Mr. Baker croaked at her and walked past the counter towards the window, where he sank into the nearest armchair.

      I followed him quickly, shooting the waitress an uneasy smile for a greeting and sat down at the table, across from the old man. He peeled himself out of his coat with some difficulty.

      “Are you sure you’re alright?” I voiced my worries. He looked older than usual, and the way he continued to cough made me start to think there was something seriously wrong with him. Maybe I shouldn’t have called him and asked him to meet me today. If I had known how sick he was—

      “Fine, Claire,” he repeated. “Just get me some tea and I’ll be perfect.” He smiled at me as he spoke. The way his eyes twinkled reminded me of the gleeful expression he had had the last time we had talked; when he had thought I was a angel. What on earth had made him think that I was?

      The waitress came over to get our orders. She reminded me of a younger version of Sophie. She was pretty and her reddish-brown hair danced around her face as she moved towards us.

      “What can I get you?” she asked in a girlish voice. She couldn’t be much older than me.

      “I’ll have tea and could you bring us some of those great chocolate cookies, my dear?” Mr. Baker said kindly.

      The girl grinned and nodded. “Sure,” she said.

      I was positive that she wasn’t used to seeing many old people around here.

      “Hot chocolate for me, please,” I quickly said and turned to Mr. Baker, while the girl turned and moved back toward the counter where she started handling several pots and jars.

      “Thank you for coming today, Mr. Baker,” I said to him with still split thoughts. I didn’t want to keep him out for too long when he was obviously sick, but I needed every bit of what he knew about our enemies, and I needed it fast. That part of my head, the one greedy for information, won over the commiserative one and I felt the first questions welling up in my throat.

      I bit my tongue hard so I wouldn’t drown him in questions right away. I had also promised to tell him what I knew and how I happened to know so much about angels and demons; I had to save some room for his questions, too.

      My eyes crossed the room while I was thinking of a proper way to ask him if he knew how to help an angel get back his wings. We weren’t the only customers in the cafe. At a bigger table, across the room, three women and a boy of maybe two years were sipping hot chocolate and coffee. The boy was playing with his spoon noisily. He looked perfectly happy, the way he smiled at me with his perfect rosy lips as he splattered his chocolate all over the table. It was the smile of a child that had nothing to fear, that was wanted and loved—not alone.

      I noticed Mr. Baker watching me when I turned back to him.

      “Perfectly happy, isn’t he?” the old man asked, obviously not expecting an answer. “When was the last time we could feel that safe?” The tone he used made me think he didn’t want an answer to that one either; and his eyes made me think that it had been a long, long time for him.

      I shuddered as I thought of the reason why we were sitting here; not a fancy Sunday morning coffee, but more serious matters; things we had to talk through to size up our chance of surviving; and Mr. Baker had no idea how very real this was for me.

      “So, how come a young woman like you asks an old man out for coffee on a pretty Sunday morning like this?” Mr. Baker asked, his eyes twinkling at me, intrigued by the topic he was looking forward to discussing.

      When I had called him, I told him it was important that I talked to him; somewhere the supernatural wouldn’t expect us to be. I had been surprised that he had accepted my idea to meet at Noel’s little coffee shop.

      “I haven’t been here in a while,” Mr. Baker said. “Nothing has changed.”

      He watched the waitress set two cups down on the table between us. I waited until she vanished back behind the counter and then leaned forward.

      Mr. Baker mirrored my movement. He took a sip of tea, coughed once as he inhaled the seaming air above the hot liquid, and set the cup back on the table.

      I watched him for a minute as he warmed his hands on the warm surface of the cup before I decided that it was best to come straight out with what I needed.

      “Mr. Baker,” I started, “what do you know about angels that have lost their powers?”

      My words hung in the air between us, their meaning hidden to the rest of the room by the sound of the child’s spoon hitting the china of the cup over and over again.

      Mr. Baker looked at me with wise eyes for a moment before he opened his mouth to answer.

      “I’ve read many pages and I’ve heard many stories about why they lose their wings,” he said.

      I leaned closer so I wouldn’t miss a word.

      “All of them begin with a demon murdering their mark.”

      The air in my lungs froze solid. The openness of the way he spoke took me by surprise.

      “It’s sort of a depression, I think. The angel becomes unable to use its powers because it cannot feel the connection to the marked person anymore... like they lose the connection to a part of themselves...”

      His words made me think for a moment. Did that mean Chris would never get his abilities back—his wings and his powers?

      “That’s also why they try to use the marked people to apply pressure to gain control over the related angel,” he continued when I didn’t speak. “Angels would do anything to protect their marks from the shadows of the dark—” he looked into his tea, “—even leave them forever... or so I’ve heard.”

      I swallowed down the frozen air in one aching gulp and inhaled greedily. All the pain I had so willingly fought over the last days took control of me; the way Adam had left me a few months ago—to protect me, as he had said. It had felt like he had tortured me purposely. I felt hot liquid searching its way out of my eyes and closed them briefly to hide my moment of weakness.

      This first time hadn’t been the worst, I thought to myself. The worst, the unbearable, had been the second time. The time he hadn’t left me on purpose. The time he had been murdered in front of my eyes and fallen off the edge of a roof, out of my sight and out of my life—forever.

      Frank Sinatra’s voice kept my inner torment at bay. It sang a tune too happy for my mood, too happy for my life.

      “I’ve always known that the time might come for me to get involved into this never-ending story between good and bad,” Mr. Baker said into the oddity of the bizarre discrepancy between my mood and the melody which was tootling perpetually in the background. I looked at the child. He had stopped hitting the cup and settled down to sip what of the content was left.

      “But I’ve stopped believing that it would really happen. It’s so exciting to meet another believer...” Mr. Baker finished his sentence. He looked far less sick when his eyes were all lit up like that. It was like he was in tune with the music. Happy that all the mysterious stories, all the things he had heard and dreamed of, had finally come to life for him.

      “Believe me,” I snorted without any appreciation for his enthusiasm, “it’s everything but exciting to be in the middle of the story.” I instantly bit my tongue, hoping to chew the words back. I wanted to fill him in on parts of the story; but it had to be done carefully and slowly; Mr. Baker was an old man and I couldn’t be sure how he would take the news that the ominous war between good and bad was going on right under his nose.

      “Please, tell me about it,” he asked, his face reflecting his fascination.

      The coffee machine sizzled loudly while the waitress worked on fresh coffee for some new customers. I hadn’t noticed them come in.

      To avoid the wrong ears overhearing our conversation, I stood up and walked around the table to sit down in the armchair right next to Mr. Baker. He looked at me expectantly. For a moment I hesitated, unsure whether I really wanted to draw this kind, old man into the depths of my misery.

      “I haven’t had a single day of peace since I found out they exist,” I finally brought myself to speak openly, my words heavy with the weight of my knowledge. “Remember the girl who died in your library last year?” I asked in a hushed voice, afraid to bring up the topic.

      Mr. Baker nodded earnestly.

      I had known the girl, Colina, from school. She had walked into the library one day and, a few minutes later, she had dropped dead behind the shelves.

      “It was no accident—They killed her.” My voice was so low that it was almost swallowed by the background noise.

      It had been demons—Jaden had told me so and I had seen the shadows.

      The old man’s eyes widened as I spoke. And then he nodded like he had been expecting exactly what he had just learned from me.

      “Knowledge can be a burden, girl,” he said, his eyes full of wisdom. An expression I had never before appreciated. “... but you’re not alone. There are so many people who believe that they,” he emphasized the word and then coughed, “...exist. The good as well as the bad. They just don’t call them angels or demons because they don’t know for sure what it is that they feel around them.”

      “Doesn’t it bother you at all that it was no accident?” I said a bit too loud and the heads of a tea-sipping couple at a table near the counter turned in our direction. I shrank into my armchair self-consciously and grabbed the cup in front of me to hide my face behind it while I watched the couple staring at me. Mr. Baker blew his nose. Frank Sinatra continued singing happy tunes that didn’t nearly fit the topic of our conversation.

      The woman looked away when she noticed me stare back. I wondered if she had overheard us.

      I lowered my eyes into my chocolate and waited.

      For a while neither of us dared to mention topics more serious than the weather, my progress at school, or today’s TV-program. It was only when the couple finally paid and left, that our conversation became a little more relaxed.

      Mr. Baker cleared his throat beside me and I took a deep breath and glanced sideways at him. He looked right back at me, his eyes mirroring my relief.

      We watched them leave the coffee shop and vanish around the corner before we returned to the core of our meeting.

      “Mr. Baker...,” I half-whispered, too afraid to attract attention with what I was about to say.

      “Please, call me Lucas,” he interrupted, “we’ve known each other for quite a while now and we share secrets that are beyond calling somebody by their last name.” He looked like a kind grandpa to me when he smiled at me like that.

      “Lucas,” I said, feeling weird as I addressed my boss by his first name for the first time, “demons killed the girl at the library, they killed my cat, and they murdered my boyfriend. And I think I’m going to be next.” I watched his horrified expression. He wanted to know and I had to tell him. It was fair—my knowledge for his. “I promised I would share my knowledge, but I need your help first. I need to know what I can do to help an angel get back its powers—it’s crucial.”

      Lucas Baker looked at me with frightened eyes. “I never knew he was murdered, too...” His voice was hoarse, even more than it had already been from his cold. “I thought it was...”

      “Suicide,” I stole the word from his mouth. “Adam would have never—” I forced myself to stay calm, “... never.”

      Embarrassed silence spread between us for a minute.

      Lucas took my hand into his wrinkled fingers and squeezed. “I’m sorry. I know you loved him.”

      My facade had grown strong over the last weeks but not that strong. I felt it disintegrate and reveal the mess I was behind it. It took all of my effort to hold back my tears.

      “He was one,” I breathed.

      Lucas sucked in a breath which led into another cough. “Angel.”

      I nodded reflexively at his whisper and pulled my hand out of his grip to lean back into my armchair.

      “So you’ve known one—” Lucas mused, his eyes looking into the distance as if he was seeing something there.

      I nodded again, unable to speak, incapacitated by my own bleeding heart.

      Lucas’ eyes were like two stars of excitement. “I’ve got so many questions...”

      I had to calm down. It was essential to find out how to help Chris. If Lucas knew anything, I had to find out.

      “Lucas, please, I need your help,” I tried once more, “I know it’s fascinating to you, but I really need to know what I can do to help an angel get its abilities back.” My voice sounded desperate and that was how I felt.

      “Sorry, Claire,” he apologized, “I’m... I just can’t believe...” And then he scrutinized my face, comprehension gleaming in his eyes. “You need to know what you can do to help an angel get its powers back—does that mean you know there is an angel who needs your help...a real one?”

      My chin sank against my chest in a single, unintended nod. It was like I had set off a firework with this one, simple gesture. Lucas Baker looked at me like a little boy at Christmas, his eyes all expectant and his hands clawing into each other with elation.

      You have to be more careful, the voice in my head warned me and I knew it was right. I couldn’t give away the Gallagers’ secret. I had to be way more cautious with what I did, and especially what I didn’t, tell Lucas.

      “Could you introduce us?” Lucas asked in a childlike voice. All the grayness was gone from his skin. He looked almost healthy, the way he shifted in his green armchair, exuberant with joy.

      “I don’t know,” I answered, unsure whether I could promise him anything right now. All I wanted was his help, but I had the feeling that now that he had sniffed out how real the angel-world around him was, he wouldn’t settle for less. “Lucas, please... do you know anything how to help him—” I bit my tongue. Now he knew that the angel was male. Very nice. In my mind I extracted a club and let it crash onto my head virtually for my own stupidity.

      “Of course—I’m sorry,” he apologized again.

      “Please, what can I do? What do your stories say?”

      “I’m sorry, girl, there isn’t a thing you can do,” Lucas said with concern in his eyes. “Either he finds a way to regain control over his broken soul or he...” His voice was suddenly dark and sad. It made a surge of unease run through my body.

      “Or what?”

      Silence.

      “Lucas, what?” I urged, panic surfacing in my voice.

      “You know that angels usually have the power of age-shifting?” he began his explanation, and I had the subtle idea that I knew where this was leading.

      Lucas stared at me, obviously waiting for a sign of comprehension.

      “I do,” I whispered, my voice shaky.

      “When an angel loses its mark, it can lose its powers. This includes the power of age-shifting.

      “Whatever assumed age the angel has when its mark dies, the angel will return to its factual age, and if this is above a plausible human span of life...”

      “... it dies, too...” I finished his sentence, my head full of pictures of Jaden, decayed to the bones. If his mark died, would he lose his powers, too? He had never told me anything about his marked person and what had happened to them. But they had to be dead. I couldn’t imagine otherwise. Jaden was almost a thousand years old.

      “Yes,” Lucas nodded and took a sip of his tea. “Your angel is obviously still alive or you wouldn’t be sitting here with me, asking questions. So I guess he can’t be that old.”

      “Uhm—” He was right. Chris was still alive. Chris had spread his wings for the first time with Adam. He couldn’t have shifted his age too much. He looked exactly around forty-five—the age he should be with a child at the age of twenty-one.

      Lucas gave me some time to process the new information. His eyes lingered on my face and he started humming to the music which was still tootling happily in the background.

      “If he doesn’t find a way, he’s going to die like any other human being,” he said after a minute or two, I couldn’t tell, time had notched out of my perception. “It will be like he never was anything more than human.”

      I thought of the last times I had seen Chris. He had been a wreck. Lackluster and unable to spread his wings; but he had been able to sense my emotions. He couldn’t be a hopeless case. He still had forty years ahead of him where he could get his abilities back. He didn’t have to die. And part of his powers were still there, so there was a good chance he would soon get his wings back.

      For the first time in months, I felt something like a moment of hope in this mess of pain and despair around me.

      

      The sun was setting, and the downtown buildings were glowing red, accented here and there with windows that seemed to flash and burn with brilliant golden light. I felt better. Lucas had shared a lot of his knowledge with me and I had grown to appreciate the old librarian as a person worthy of trust.

      After seeing him struggle with that cough and runny nose, I wanted to be sure he would get home alright, so even though my house lay in the opposite direction, we crossed the bridge together and headed towards a modern apartment complex that looked out of place in its old neighborhood.

      We talked about angels all the way to his flat and he asked me questions about the exact consistency of the feathers on their wings, the color of the light when their eyes gleam and if it was true that they could vanish and pop up miles away. I answered all his questions willingly, trying not to give him too many specifics that could endanger the Gallagers’ secrecy—and Jaden’s.

      “Well, I’m home,” he said as we walked up to the entryway. He paused to fish his keys out of his coat pocket with stiff fingers. “Thank you for walking me. Now you’d better scoot, it’s getting dark.” He coughed again, this time a little more heavily than before. As I had feared, the walk in the cold air hadn’t done him any good.

      “Are you sure there isn’t anything I can get you?” I asked, concerned. “The drugstore will still be open.” But the old man just shook his head.

      “I’m fine,” he said and smiled. “You did enough for me by telling me about the angels.”

      “Okay, goodbye, then,” I said. “Call me if you need anything.”

      I headed back down the walk, turning around at the sidewalk to wave at him and make sure he got into the building. The door was already closing behind him. I hoped he would go right to bed. At his age he needed to be careful.

      I began to retrace my steps, headed on the long walk home. I could feel the temperature dropping as night came on and I pulled my coat collar up to my ears. By the time I re-crossed the bridge and left downtown behind, part of my mind was wishing I had thought to put some gloves in my pockets, but another part was noticing how very silent it seemed among the big, leafless maples and close-set houses of the old neighborhood. There were no cars, no pedestrians. Only a few children hurried around the corner away from a park I was passing.

      It was Sunday night, people had school and work in the morning, and with the sun fully set, Mother Nature was offering no further inducements to linger outside. But still I felt uneasy. An unseen dog barked—a big dog from the baritone sound of it—from a shadowy side yard and I hoped there was a fence between us.

      I was stepping carefully over a broken patch of sidewalk when I heard it. A low, rumbling, crashing sound, not far behind me. A most peculiar sound that I could not identify—similar to the noise of a garbage can falling to the ground but much, much lower. I paused and looked behind me to examine the darkening street. There was nothing.

      A porch light snapped on at a house across the street but no one came out. Maybe their garbage can, I thought with hope, but turned and sped up nonetheless. After a while, my heart was drumming and I was breathing harder with this faster pace but I didn’t let up. I had just crossed Woodley Avenue when a thought struck me. I stopped and thought for a second. From here I was closer to the Gallagers’ house than my own. I hesitated. I felt insecure, unsafe out there alone. It was cold and I didn’t know if I had really just imagined the sound. I felt paranoid, but I preferred being paranoid one time too many, to being dead one single time. I whipped around and recrossed the street but at an angle this time, headed up Woodley toward the familiar long driveway that spelled safety to me.

      Crash. I hadn’t gone more than five steps when the noise sounded behind me again. Clearly not a garbage can. I turned my head without stopping, fighting back panic, but there was nothing to see aside from the empty intersection, lit by a dim streetlight.

      I hurried up the street only to see a shape that was indistinct in the darkness, but seemingly human. It was distorted, as if made up of several layers of shadows, and it was waiting for me ahead.

      I turned around in alarm and began to run back to the intersection but very nearly collided with the shape, which was now in front of me. At these close quarters I could make out arms and legs, billowing weirdly in the night air.

      Too frightened to look up at the face, I retreated a few steps, then turned and bolted back up Woodley, my only thought being to reach the Gallagers’ driveway, even though it was plain the creature could overtake me with ease.

      Crash. Crash. The noise seemed deafening but for some reason the creature held back. I was being chased, sadistically, while my tormentor enjoyed my fear. My situation seemed hopeless, but the desire to survive kept me sprinting, digging now into the gravel of the driveway, feeling only the pressure of my pounding heart and the overwhelming need to reach the front door.

      My numb fingers curled around my bag, which I was clasping against my body with all my strength. My legs were getting weaker with every step and my feet became slow and clumsy. I heard the sound behind me again and forced my feet to not give in to the exhaustion.

      They carried me on, steadily enough to see the house come closer with each step. I saw a light in the windows to the left of the front door. They looked so appealing to me, so safe, that I forced another burst of energy into my lower extremities.

      Where was Jaden? Couldn’t he feel that I needed his help? Didn’t he sense that I was in danger?

      Keep going, keep going, my brain screamed, like some insane cheerleader in my head. Just a little bit more and I’d be at the door. Just another few steps and I would yell.

      With the loudest crash of all, the shadowy shape planted itself in my path and a fearful whooshing sound above my head made me stop, confused and cringing and completely out of ideas about what to do next. Above my head, a vaguely human-like shadow swooped in tight circles, dropping lower and lower, as the creature in front of me floated slowly closer and closer. There was something familiar about the figure in the air but I had no time to figure it out. I was positive there wasn’t a way to escape.

      The shadow in front of me moved forwards, floating above the ground. It was too quick for me to even think about running. I saw the gleam of a well-remembered medallion at the throat of the creature before me. Demon. It was reaching out for me.

      And then, just when I looked up for what I expected to be the last time, I felt a tremendous blow from behind.

      I hit the gravel face-down and immediately tasted blood. A great weight pressed my entire body, down into the tiny stones below me. My bag was squeezed somewhere between my stomach and the ground. I was sure it would break my ribs if the weight on my back pushed down just a tiny bit harder.

      Then there was a brief flash of light—entirely blinding--that enveloped me. And a loud, rough scream. Then the weight was gone.

      I didn’t dare to lift my head and look around. Uncertain, I stayed motionless on the gravel. There was no sound, none at all.

      When I finally lifted my face from the ground, my eyes looked into darkness.
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      There I was, flattened on the gravel drive in the cold, not quite at the door of the refuge I had been so desperate to reach just a moment ago, and completely alone.

      Gingerly, I rolled to one side, wincing. Every part of my body was hurting. The front, where the weight on my back had pressed me into the stones beneath, and my back and neck where the weight had slammed me into the ground.

      I began to shiver as the freezing air worked its way through my clothes. It was cold, but also, I felt like I might be going into shock. I needed to act while I could—had to get inside, away from the demons in case they decided to return. I had known all along they would come for me sooner or later. Just because I had somehow escaped this time did not mean they wouldn’t be back.

      Carefully, clumsily, using both arms, I pushed myself into a sitting position and sat for a moment, catching my breath and trying to reconstruct the attack.

      The demon with the amulet around his neck had clearly been the creature chasing me on the street, toying with me until he chose to kill me at the Gallagers’ front door. But the one in the air, that was new. I squeezed my eyes shut to call back its image. I could only conjure up billowing shadows that somehow evoked a human form. It was a troublesome memory.

      I gave up on analyzing and returned to my most immediate need—to get out of the cold and away from demons. I levered myself gracelessly into a standing position, remembering to pick my bag up as I did so, knowing it wouldn’t be easy to get back down again.

      I stood for a few seconds, taking deep breaths and checking my balance, then stumbled up the rest of the driveway as fast as I could, nearly tripping on the stairs and literally smashing into the heavy door, my fists already banging on the old wood urgently.

      “Jenna!” I screamed. “Chris!”

      The house remained silent.

      “Jenna!” I tried again, “Help!”

      Nothing. What if no one was home?

      I glanced fearfully over my shoulder, looking for demons and trying to think of a Plan B if this didn’t work. I kept on pounding.

      “Geoffrey, are you there?”

      My fists opened up in despair until my hand eventually fell flat against the wood.

      “Ben!” I finally called. “Ben... help!”

      My hopes were sinking. Even if Ben was at home, what reason did he have to help me? He had not once given me a kind word or a friendly look. All he had ever done was ignore me at the best. Even if he hated me for causing his brother’s death, would he turn me away under the circumstances? “Ben... please...”

      “Coming,” someone said from inside. The voice sounded so sweet in my ears, that it was impossible to ignore when my heart twisted in pain. It sounded so much like him—

      Adam is dead, the voice in my head sprang to life once more.

      I nodded to myself in answer to the voice.

      “Please hurry,” I begged, but I dropped my arms and waited for the door to open.

      On my side of the door there was night, panic, fear, and near hysteria. On the other side, the calm, orderly household of the wealthy Gallagers. No door in the history of doors had ever opened so slowly.

      I pushed against it, unable to hold back and then I looked into a face that made my heart hurt.

      “Hello, Claire,” Ben said.

      My heart twisted again. It was so difficult to face him. How was I going to explain this frantic nighttime visit?

      “Ben,” I gasped.

      He could barely tolerate the sight of me, I was sure, but I was in trouble and didn’t have time to worry about that.

      “Ben, I have to come in,” I said, and with an aggressiveness born of desperation, pushed past him into the warm, softly-lighted hallway. There! I was in. Next I would have to figure out an explanation for why, but at least I was in.

      “Is there a problem, Master Benedict?” It was Geoffrey, materializing from the kitchen.

      “Miss Gabriel has honored us with a visit, Geoffrey,” he said, keeping a wary eye on me. “I believe we will have some tea in the parlor.”

      Geoffrey bowed slightly, opening his hands for my jacket, which he took with just a flicker of curiosity, then headed back for the kitchen.

      I wondered if there was blood on it. Ben eyed my scratched and bleeding hands and my disheveled hair and clothing, but all he said was, “Perhaps you’d like to freshen up in the powder room.”

      He led the way to a door at the opposite end of the entrance hall and opened it, inclining his body to indicate I should go in.

      “Okay,” I said reluctantly.

      That wasn’t my priority, but normal people would certainly think that was the right thing to do. I washed my hands with soap and splashed some water on my face. After a preemptory rake-through of my hair, I brushed my sweater and pants. Tiny bits of gravel pinged on the marble floor and I stared at them in horror. Who would be cleaning this bathroom and what would they think?

      It crossed my mind that I should wipe the floor and destroy evidence, but my head was already spinning and I just wanted to get back to the parlor and the tea. And Ben—

      Ben was waiting for me in the hall, leaning against the parlor door, his face surprisingly neutral and his eyes not really warm but not cold, either.

      We entered the parlor without a word and I took a seat on the sofa. Ben sat nearby on a chair. The tea was already on the table.

      I glanced at the Gallagers’ left son for a second and directed my eyes back to my knees when I was caught looking. My head didn’t supply me with great ideas of what to say—it was blank; with panic, adrenaline, and the feeling of being observed. The weight of Ben’s stare was heavy. It made me want to say something. Just a few words to brake the silence.

      “So—umm—” I croaked. The sound of my voice startled me. “I’m sorry I made a fuss.”

      Ben didn’t react. He just continued to stare at me. I didn’t need to look up to know he did. “I was walking home and I tripped and fell and then I realized your house...”

      “You should have some tea,” Ben interrupted solicitously, apparently not in need of any explanations. I wondered why. With a rustle of his beautiful, lavender plaid shirt, he leaned forward and neatly poured two cups, then settled back in his chair. I had no idea what else to say and I was always tongue-tied around Ben anyway, so I picked up the cup and sipped, grateful to be preoccupied.

      Ben stared into his cup. I felt myself relax a little. It was warm and safe in the parlor, the events of a few minutes ago already seemed unreal, and now the once cold and distant Ben was quietly sipping tea with me.

      I ventured a look at him. He was certainly Adam’s brother. Maybe not quite so tall, and perhaps a little more muscular. But with the same beauty and grace. Longing for Adam crept over me, along with the first glimmer of hope that perhaps Ben was getting over the tragedy and would help me just as his mother and father would, if things ever got really bad.

      As though feeling my eyes on him, Ben looked over at me. He set his cup down and crossed his arms over his broad chest, the shirt rustling again. Something about the sound was disturbing and his steel-blue gaze was more than I could manage. I looked into my lap.

      He did not take his eyes off of me and a long minute passed while the scratches on my hands reminded me they were still there with a pulsing pain.

      At last he said, in a voice tight with some kind of emotion, “Claire, can I have a word with you?”

      I flashed him a quick look of surprise. The request hardly seemed necessary to ask since we were already seated within a few feet of each other, alone in the big room in the big house. But he was struggling to convey something and I was open to it. Ben had always been a mystery to me.

      “Of course,” I replied, but he merely fell silent again, staring at me with undecided eyes.

      I shifted in my seat uncomfortably, unsure of whether or not I was supposed to be here. I was very aware of the fact that Ben had never before been eager to talk to me—ever. He had just been the cold, emotionless shadow in the Gallager family. He was so different now, though, seeming fragile almost, compared to the appearance of stony coldness he normally was.

      I couldn’t put my finger on what it was that made him look so vulnerable; maybe the way he held his fingers clenched around his knees, or the way his forehead creased over his eyes. Maybe it was the way his voice had shaken with his words, or how he seemed to be so unable to get out what he wanted to say.

      My hands reached out for the cup in front of me and lifted it to my lips. I took another sip, waiting expectantly, while outside the moon was reappearing from behind the clouds, throwing long shadows onto the ground. I watched them stretching on the grass and vanish as the next cloud shoved itself before the pale disk of the moon.

      When my cup was empty and Ben hadn’t spoken a word, my nerves cracked and I couldn’t keep myself from getting upset.

      “You know, you could have spared us both this uncomfortable silence if you hadn’t told me you needed to talk to me.”

      I was surprised by how smoothly my accusation left my mouth. As I listened to myself, I wondered what they meant. Ben hadn’t asked me to come here. It had been me who had needed a shelter and I should have been grateful that he hadn’t kicked me out.

      Curious or not, in need of help or not, I decided I couldn’t wait much longer for Ben to find his voice. I had to go home. I had hit the wall. It was late and I was tired—and not in the mood for Ben’s games. I had spent the whole day talking about angels with Mr. Baker and been nearly killed by demons at nightfall.

      I wasn’t just going to sit here and make a fool of myself... The room was thick with uncomfortable silence and I couldn’t bear another second of it.

      Knowing it would be a mistake to leave the house, I exhaled sharply, a wordless rejection of Ben, and pushed up suddenly from the sofa.

      Ben raised his head in alarm, his fingers unclenching from his knees. His face was torn in an unreadable expression.

      My swift stride should have carried me to the door well before he could even get out of his deep chair, but in the hallway I was surprised by a soft touch on my shoulder.

      “Please, don’t go.” he said softly, pleading. His voice sank to a whisper. “I just can’t talk here—I don’t want to be disturbed by someone walking in,” he whispered.

      I frowned, puzzled, and looked around even though I felt sure that Geoffrey was somewhere else deep in the house and Chris and Jenna did not seem to be at home. They would have come to my aid if they had been.

      I wondered if he was thinking straight, but it was tempting to stay in the safe, warm house a while longer and I really was intrigued by seeing this new side of Ben.

      “Will you come upstairs with me?” The words were still just a whisper. He waited for me to turn around—and after a few seconds of considering, I did. I was positive that whatever he wanted to talk about, it couldn’t be worse than the hostile silence we had been sharing so far.

      “Lead the way.” I gave him an encouraging look, wanting to follow this new thread in our relationship, and unable to bring myself to leave the house right now.

      Ben headed for the stairs with a quick stride. He seemed to have reached some decision and was in a big hurry to carry it out. I had to scurry to keep pace with him, up the stairs and down the long hallway until we were almost at a door that made me close my eyes in pain. Adam’s door.

      I wanted to break away from Ben and just tear open that door and find Adam in there, waiting for me as if nothing had ever happened. I wanted my old life back and only Adam could give it to me. But I knew I could spare myself the disappointment—the room would be empty. And my soul—torn in two parts—would continue to painfully miss the part I had shared with Adam, and I would never be whole again.

      Only the Gallagers were left to me now, and there I was with his half-brother, who was gesturing me into another door.

      “Please, come in.”

      I tore my eyes away from the wooden portal to my memories of happiness, trying to steel myself against the up-welling of pain, and stepped over the threshold. He closed the door behind us.

      When I felt I had regained control over my mind and emotions, I refocused on my surroundings. I looked around. The room was very long and narrow, compared to the dimensions of the rest of the house. Green brocade curtains were hanging from the ceiling, draped to the wall on both sides, parting the room in two. A simple wooden desk was standing on the left side under a window. In the far right corner of the room, a bed with carved wooden bedposts was standing against the wall. Next to it, a face looking very much like my own was staring at me from a white sheet of paper clipped to an easel. The lines of the face were drawn with charcoal. Beneath the face was another drawing—my face in profile. I stared at the picture for a moment, then I looked at Ben, stunned.

      “Is that—” I couldn’t finish my question, for my words faded into a faint breath as I took in the whole scene around me. There were several easels spread across the room, all of them holding drawings and paintings of my face and my body. I recognized the cocktail-dress Adam had given me a few months ago in one painting—the color was almost perfect.

      “Did you—?”

      I intended to ask if it had been him who had drawn and painted those pictures, but my question got stuck in my throat as I looked into Ben’s eyes. Had I ever believed his gaze was cold and full of hatred? Right now, it was filled with anxiety, confusion, hope, and pleading.

      “But—” I opened my mouth to speak, and closed it again. I couldn’t find any suitable words.

      Since the moment I had first met Ben, I felt he disliked me and wished me gone from Adam’s life. He had been angry and rude to me all the time. And Adam had warned me it would be so. But what was I to make of THIS? To be suddenly thrust into what seemed like a lair of obsession, with myself as the object, stunned me into silence.

      I turned to look again at the display, evaluating if perhaps I was in danger from this new Ben or not. I needed information, for him to speak, to explain himself, this room, these drawings.

      “What is all this?” I finally said, faltering.

      I turned back to look at him but he was rooted to the spot, just looking helplessly at me. It wasn’t a frightening expression. He seemed to be pondering whether or not to honor me with a statement about his unusual collection of art.

      After a few moments of watching him struggling with his dilemma, I decided to have a closer look at the artwork. I stepped farther into the room, past the green brocade drapery and up on the raised platform that held the bed and an easel. As I brushed past the soft and heavy fabric that somehow evoked a long family history, I discovered there was another easel tucked behind it, facing toward the bed. Another charcoal drawing of my face, but more this time. An entire body. An entire body that was also entirely naked. My heart began to pound in alarm.

      I coughed involuntarily. This was going downhill, and fast. I needed more than pleading gazes from steel blue eyes. I needed to understand.

      Taking a deep breath, I wheeled around to face him where I thought he would be still frozen in confusion. Instead, he was standing very close behind me, his face flushed and his hands raised, palms out, in a gesture of apology and defenselessness.

      Anger and adrenaline flamed up in me, making me feel stronger than I had in weeks. I had accepted that Adam was dead, I had accepted that demons would soon kill me, too. I had accepted that my world was strange and perilous and I was an innocent in it without protection. But I would not accept that I might also be in danger from a Gallager who disdained me to my face and drew nudes of me in private.

      Ben took a slow step toward me. I backed a step away at the same moment, not wanting the distance between us to decrease even an inch.

      “You need to talk to me, Ben—now,” I demanded.

      Ben had his hands still up, defensively. He dropped his head and said reluctantly, “I like to draw—”

      The air left my lungs in a hiss as I shook my head at his unsatisfying answer. A big question-mark was floating in the room halfway between him and me. What did he think he was doing? How could he take me to this room? He must have been well-aware that I would be more than a little irritated by the decoration there?

      “Explain yourself,” I demanded, and folded my arms across my chest.

      “As I said—I like drawing,” said Ben.

      “How come you are working only on one subject?” I threw at him with heavy sarcasm surfacing in my voice.

      No answer.

      I tapped my foot against the wood of the floor impatiently, boring my eyes into his, hoping to find a hint of what he would have said if he had been honest right now.

      “You know, I’m not joking.” It sounded almost as unfriendly as I had intended it to. I would get his confession and then I would be gone. Whether or not Chris and Jenna could help me after that, I didn’t know, but I was going to solve this particular problem right now.

      “Tell me now, Ben,” I said with a force that surprised even me. “Tell me now or—” I realized I had no threat to offer. I knew nothing about Ben or what would motivate him. We were standing in his bedroom surrounded by these drawings but I actually knew nothing.

      Then, to my relief, I saw that my bluff was going to be good enough.

      Ben moved a step away, rubbed a hand once over his face and began,  “Claire, I know I gave you the impression that I hated you, and, believe me, I hate myself for doing that.” His voice was soft, almost velvety, and so much like his brother’s—his dead brother’s.

      Pang, the pain flared up in my chest, like iron needles shooting through my heart. I felt my knees turn into pudding under my weight.

      “Are you alright?”

      Ben was at my side in a second. He had his hand at my back, ready to catch me if I couldn’t support my weight by myself anymore.

      I nodded, working hard on maintaining my vision.

      “I don’t believe you,” said Ben. “You look like you’re going to black out any second.”

      I shook my head, fighting against the needles in my chest. They slowly swallowed the control I had on my limbs, washing over me with a force they had never had before.

      “Hey—you need to sit down.” Ben was already pushing me towards his bed where he pressed me down into the soft mattress.

      “I’m fine, Ben.” I fought against his hands.

      “You don’t look fine,” he told me coldly, not lifting his hands from my shoulders.

      I inhaled deeply and shut the images of Adam away into the back of my head. That cleared my mind a little. I was wondering how he could still have such a hold on me, how he could still affect me so much—even now that he was dead, even with my split soul. I didn’t know which part of this insanity was worst; that I couldn’t walk anywhere without the memories of him tearing me apart all over again, or the part of being unable to control the attacks of pain and horror I felt every time I was reminded of him. I had to get a grip on myself if I ever wanted to coherently interact with people again.

      Another deep breath and I felt stable enough to face Ben and the weird collection of portraits behind him.

      “I don’t know what’s going on,” I found myself saying. “With me or with you.” I hadn’t meant to sound so vulnerable.

      Ben stiffened slightly beside me, the weight of his hands still on my shoulders.

      I waited for a moment, counting to five in my head, preparing myself to stand up and leave if I didn’t get an answer. At four, the pressure left my shoulders and, at five, Ben crouched in front of me, fixing me with sad eyes.

      I couldn’t bring myself to move even an inch. I was locked in place by those eyes, those usually so cold gray eyes, which were molten steel now, and all my anger just floated away.

      “I don’t hate you, Claire.” Ben spoke the words slowly—more to himself.

      Once more I was shocked by how close the sound of his voice came to the sound of Adam’s voice. I balled my hands into fists, digging my nails into the palms. The physical pain distracted me for a second, preventing me from falling into the dark hole of the misery in my soul. I was surprised at the effect and dug deeper until all I could feel was the physical pain.

      “On the contrary, Claire—I think you are the most adorable girl I’ve ever had the honor to meet.” Ben’s eyelids fluttered and he averted his gaze. “I think you are the most beautiful creature in the world—and the most pitiful thing I’ve ever met.”

      I felt my fingernails sever my skin. What was he telling me? Adorable—no way. Beautiful—I couldn’t agree with that. Pitiful—definitely. Warm blood flowed from the cuts in my hands and leaked through my fingers. The flesh I was were boring into felt warm under my fingernails. The warmth spread as the blood slowly oozed down my hands, hiding the tiny cuts from where I had been pushed down to the gravel, and dribbled from my wrists. I watched in amazement. I was totally awed by this new way of suppressing the much worse type of pain—the pain in my soul. I knew I would be willing to trade it for any kind of physical suffering in the future. Anything to get away from the inescapable memories that kept nagging at my mind, the incompleteness that was slowly driving me insane. At least physical wounds healed after a while—something I couldn’t say about my damaged heart. I was a hundred percent sure that would never be fine again.

      “Claire?”

      I had been so absorbed in my thoughts and the new found power of physical pain that I had stopped listening to Ben. I nodded to myself, not unclenching my fists, and returned my attention to the boy who was crouching on the floor in front of me, his eyes wide open, a horrified expression on his face.

      His hands darted out and grabbed my arms. He pulled my fists towards him, eying the blood with suspicious eyes.

      “What are you doing?”

      I tried to pull my hands back—without success. Ben held them in an iron grasp.

      “Let go of me!” I half-shrieked at him. I knew that he was just trying to help—but help was exactly what I did not want. I wanted to be left alone until I was myself again, until I had regained at least some control over the part that was so intangibly distorted by the constant pain and finality of my angel’s absence. The pain and instability were much worse in Ben’s presence. He looked so much like his older brother when he was all worried like that.

      I managed to pull one arm free of Ben’s grip. His hand bounced back and grabbed the fist on the arm he was still holding. I couldn’t fight the power of his grip opening my fist. As my hand opened, blood ran down my forearm.

      “Open your other fist,” Ben commanded. I knew if I didn’t do it by myself he would force it open like the first one. So, I decided it was better to follow his command than continue fighting.

      I was sitting on Ben’s bed, a picture of misery. Blood was dribbling down my forearms, soaking the sleeves of my shirt, and I was trying with every fiber in my body to keep my hysteria at bay.

      Ben stared down at the palms of my hands. They were smeared with blood and three cuts gaped on each palm where the fingernails had sliced the skin open. The tiny cuts from the gravel were almost invisible beside the fresh ones.

      “Are you insane?” Ben asked with concern furrowing his brows.

      I nodded at his question, fully aware that confessing my insanity wouldn’t help the situation at all; but it was true all the same.

      He let go of me for a second and reached for tissues which he pressed into my palms forcefully. I flinched.

      “You should have considered that a little earlier,” he commented on my movement.

      “Hrmpf...”

      I watched him nurse my wounds in silence for a while. Red blood was soaking through the tissues between our hands. I liked the color and the smell of it, and the way it seemed to not want to stop flowing. It reminded me that I was alive—still.

      “What were you thinking?” He asked with a kind of fear in his voice I had never heard before. His eyes were scrutinizing my face.

      I shook my head at him. What should I say?

      Ben eyed me for a moment, then looked down at my bloodied hands. “It’s him—” he whispered—not a question

      I choked at the name that sprang to my mind and my fingertips snapped back into my palms, searching for the cuts to dig in once more. My body had learned fast how to avoid the pain in my soul—but they were hindered by the tissues and Ben’s fingers which covered the wounded flesh.

      I didn’t have to give him a verbal answer—the response of my body had told him he was right.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he said with a rueful smile. “We are both struggling.” His gaze was calm and comforting and I fell into it with relief. It felt good to think we were in this together.

      There was still this roomful of unexplained pictures and I wanted to know more. Excluding the fact that it irritated me that I was the only subject in his sketches, I had to admit, they were pretty good.

      “So, you are an artist,” I ventured, sounding for all the world like a stranger making small talk at a party. Ben gave a small, awkward smile.

      “I don’t usually show my pictures to anyone.”

      “Except for me,” I joked, trying to keep some easiness in my voice.

      “I didn’t think about them when I  brought you up here. I forgot I hadn’t stored them away.” It wasn’t a convincing line and he lowered his eyes as he said it. “Otherwise I wouldn’t have chosen this room to talk to you—it’s—embarrassing—”

      He gave a short sigh and changed the subject. “He’s dead, Claire—you can’t weep for him forever.” Ben looked up at me with eyes of piercing steel. They told me that he was hurt and that he was determined, like a soldier in battle. I couldn’t tell why, but I knew he was; and I had a vague idea it was me he was determined to fight for. Maybe it was the way his eyes grew all soft and warm the moment mine locked on them. Maybe it was the way he straightened up on his knees a few inches, automatically, so he was closer to my face. Or maybe it was just the way his room was filled with pictures of me.

      “It’s only been a few weeks,” I found my voice again. “—and you’re already talking about forever—” As if my love for Adam was ever going to change, dead or alive. He had taken a part of my soul and without a doubt it was his forever. Nothing was going to change that. Even if I healed enough—someday in the far, far future—to see another man for what he really was—a man—it would never be so potent, so intoxicating, so perfect—the way it had been with Adam.

      My hands were balling up into fists again, but I couldn’t feel the pressure of my fingernails on my skin—they were digging into the back of Ben’s hands.

      “Ouch!” Ben exclaimed sharply and my fingers opened reflexively.

      “I’m sorry,” I apologized. I looked back down at our hands. They were dirty with my blood and the tissues between them were completely soaked.

      “No—it’s nice to eventually find out you don’t hate me the way I always thought you did.” I grimaced and looked around the room while I spoke, wondering about the perfection of his drawings. “These are really good.” I nodded at the easel nearest to us. “Where did you learn to draw like that?”

      Ben’s face lit up for a moment. “You really think they are good?”

      I nodded to encourage him, deciding that I had to somehow get along with him if I wanted to still be welcome in the Gallagers’ house.

      “I thought you might never talk to me again... not that we’ve talked that much before...” Ben’s face was full of guilt.

      I pulled my hands out of his grip and got to my feet. He watched me with cautious eyes as I started walking between the easels. I felt his eyes on my shoulders as soon as I turned around to look at the pictures. It made me feel observed, like I was some kind of wild animal locked up in a new enclosure. Was he expecting me to lose it again any moment? I felt him move behind me, close enough to prevent me from doing something stupid. I didn’t know if he realized I was through it—for the moment.

      My eyes rested on one of the drawings. It was my face like I hadn’t seen it for quite a while, smiling and happy. I tried to imitate the image I was seeing without much success. Except for a little twitch at the corners of my mouth, my face stayed the same composed mask I wore so many hours these days, as if my lips had forgotten how to form this natural upwards-curve and my eyes how to twinkle.

      It was amazing how perfect Ben had put my features down on paper, considering he had drawn this from a memory. I turned around to look at him in amazement.

      The spot where I had expected him to stand was empty. Instead, he was sitting on a couch at the other end of the room, close to the door, following my movements with his eyes.

      “Where did you learn to draw like that?” I repeated my question.

      Ben just shrugged his shoulders.

      “You have a good memory,” I tried to get him to talk.

      But again he shrugged. This time he even lifted his hands a little defensively. They were still red with my blood. Reflexively I looked down at my own hands which were curling around the tissues in their palms. The blood had stopped flowing and I started to wonder what had made me cut my own skin. A small voice in the back of my head chuckled darkly and mocked my ability to so quickly shove aside the bad things. I felt a slight twitch in my body, like I had gotten an electric shock, and recalled what had made me hurt myself. The voice laughed even darker as I shied away from the memories that threatened to well up inside my head.

      My inner conversation might have taken half a minute. I couldn’t tell.

      “Are you alright?” a voice asked too close beside my ear.

      I jumped and turned in the direction of it. Ben was standing at my shoulder with one of his dirty hands outstretched, but he wasn’t touching me.

      “Yeesh, Ben!”

      I took a quick step away from him and inhaled deeply.

      “Sorry.” Ben stepped back at the same moment. He made an apologetic gesture but there was something in his eyes that didn’t seem sorry at all. It was a low shimmer in the steely blue depths.

      I told myself that my eyes were betraying me. I told myself that I was dreaming—where else did those things happen? It couldn’t be true. No...

      I closed my eyes for a brief moment before I looked at Ben more closely. Another breath. There was no shimmer, nothing but worry. I must have been wrong.

      “Maybe I should bandage your hands while we talk,” Ben suggested.

      “Uhm—thanks,” I nodded.

      “I’ll be back in a minute,” Ben told me and then he vanished through the door so quickly I had to blink several times to be sure he had been standing next to me only seconds ago. No, I thought again and instantly knew that the upcoming conversation would be important. I definitely had to talk to Ben but even more than that, I had to listen.

      Ben returned a few moments later with his hands washed and full of bandages and salves. He gestured me to the sofa.

      I sat down willingly while he knelt down in front of me, took one of my hands in his, and started cleaning it with pads and something that stung.

      I was positive I wouldn’t get a second offer like that, so I didn’t complain. I bit my lower lip and endured. After all, I wanted to know what was going on here and I was determined to bring a little structure back to my life. I couldn’t go on existing like that—always in danger of snapping, always full of unleashed emotion and pain and this never-ending, aching longing in my heart that reminded me that I would never be complete again.

      If only I could clear out some of the weirdness in my life, I might someday be able to exist without being a constantly ticking time bomb. Tick, tock, the voice in the back of my head mocked and laughed darkly. Great, I’m schizophrenic now, I thought to myself and forced my attention back to Ben, who was gently winding fabric around my hands. His eyes were fixed on my face, though. They were still worried, but the steel of his irises had become solid once more.

      “How long have you been drawing my face?” I asked after a few moments of silence.

      Ben held my gaze. He opened his mouth to speak. “A while.” He sounded nonchalant.

      “Why my face?” I shifted uncomfortably before I continued speaking. “I mean—there are thousands of pretty girls out there... Why me?”

      I stared into his eyes, trying to melt the steel again. I wanted to see the real him for once at least, now that we were already talking...

      “You are the only one that has ever mattered to me besides my family,” said Ben plainly.

      I heard myself suck in a gust of air. I should have known. Hadn’t, I swallowed before I thought it, Adam told me that Ben felt a little attracted to me?

      “Uhm—” I didn’t know what else to say in response. I wanted to somehow acknowledge his openness, but I was out of words for the moment.

      “Please, don’t get the wrong impression.” Ben finally tore his eyes away, pretending to check the bandage on my left hand.

      His young forehead creased a little as he fingered the fastening on the fabric. “It’s just... You meant a lot to my brother—and my brother meant a lot to me.”

      “I understand.” I didn’t understand. Ben could have drawn Adam if he really missed his brother that much.

      I watched Ben’s fingers release my left hand. They hesitated for a moment before they moved over to take my right hand from my thigh.

      “If I’m the only thing that has ever mattered to you besides your family, as you said, why on earth have you never talked to me? I would have loved to feel a little more at ease in your presence.” I was spilling the words without thinking. “If you had given me even a small sign that you didn’t hate me—”

      “Shut up!” Ben interrupted the words flowing from my mouth. My lips fell shut in surprise and I stared at Ben, my eyes widening with every second he didn’t speak.

      “How could I show any kindness to the person that was going to be the death of my brother?”

      Ouch! I had no idea what he knew, but it was definite that he knew something. I was positive that Ben wasn’t exactly what he had been pretending to be. There already was something more to him than the unfriendly, full of hatred, younger brother.

      “So what was it you wanted to talk to me about?” I asked as if I hadn’t heard his last sentence. I didn’t look him in the eyes, afraid that he would see my thoughts.

      “Nothing special—” Ben answered nonchalantly. “I just wanted to ask you if we could go out for coffee sometime.”

      “What?” I couldn’t believe what I just had heard. “You let me go through all this just to ask me out for coffee?” My mood swung over to angry again. “You know, it somehow seems like you might hate me still.” My tone was firm; the anger wouldn’t bring it to modulate more than usual. It didn’t even tremble. Nothing but cold anger boiling under the surface.

      I had thought this conversation would be important, clarifying some of the strangeness about Ben; but it was obvious I wouldn’t get any more answers or solve any problems tonight. I was simply overwhelmed from my crazy day. I was weak. His every word could smash me from happy to angry, from high to death wish.

      Ben was staring at me with probing eyes as I looked back at him. He didn’t speak, obviously waiting for me to continue.

      “Coffee—okay,” I agreed wearily, “why not?” and instantly regretted it.
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      I got to my feet with reluctance. The day, the long day of learning so many new things, was over. I needed to get home. I felt a twinge of panic at the thought of the night outside and the demons that could be waiting, and the empty house without Sophie at the end of a long walk.

      I silently cursed my car for breaking down. Walking home seemed like an even worse option than asking Ben for help.

      “I really don’t want to have to ask this of you...” I said as I slowly walked toward the door, “but, would you mind driving me home? My car broke down this morning...” I wasn’t expecting anything from him. Ben and I were patching things up, but he was not my protector.

      Ben’s lavender shirt rustled behind me as he followed me.

      “You know,” his voice was gentle and uncertain, “you could stay here tonight if you want to.” He sounded almost as scared as I felt.

      I slowed and turned partway.

      “I mean, it’s awfully late... and you must be tired, and well—you’re going through a rough time right now.”

      If only he knew about the attack on his driveway, I thought. Nothing seemed more attractive to me than the opportunity to stay safe in the Gallagers’ house for the night. But to avoid having to make the choice to go or stay, I merely said, “It’s tough for all of us.”

      The way he kept looking at me made me feel x-rayed.

      “Okay, then stay.” He seized the moment. “And we’ll have that coffee in the morning,” he said decisively, slipping past me through the door.

      I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I didn’t want to argue about it. My mind was nearly blank with fatigue and my limbs felt as though I were wading through wet concrete.

      I followed him mechanically out his bedroom door, surprised by the offer and grateful that I wouldn’t have to go outside before dawn. He led me briskly down the hall and opened a door not far from his.

      “You can have our guest room for tonight,” he announced and switched on a lamp.

      I peered past him and gaped at the room. It was enormous. A huge, carved, wooden bed was standing to the right of the door. It was covered with mother of pearl colored sheets that made a beautiful contrast with the deep blue wall.

      “You already know where the bathroom is,” he stated matter-of-factly. It made me wonder how much he had observed of the nights I had spent in Adam’s room. “If you need anything else, I’ll be in my room.” He turned and walked away.

      “Wait,” I called when he was a few steps away. He stopped and looked back over his shoulder with big, steely eyes.

      “Thank you.” I didn’t know what else to say. I didn’t know what made Ben offer me to stay. I had no idea why he was doing this for me; but what I did know was that I wouldn’t forget that he had helped me—not even if he returned to being the cold-hearted man that I used to know.

      He just gave me a smile, then turned and walked on.

      I waited until I heard Ben’s door click shut before closing my own. Ben had no reason to grant me an overnight stay—at least not the old Ben. The new Ben had come as a surprise. Someone I hadn’t expected. My mind curled up in a knot as I tried to wrap my head around what had just happened and, ending up without success, I finally walked to the bed with cautious steps.

      Even in my bleary-eyed weariness, I could appreciate the beauty of the room. I wished briefly that I could be a real guest of this lovely family, here for some happy reason and looking forward to a sunny tomorrow. Instead, I was a frightened refugee from demons, mourning the death of my beloved, burdened with the secrets of Chris and Jenna, and now confused and alarmed by what seemed to be Ben’s secrets, as well.

      The last time I had slept at the Gallagers’ place, it had been in that one room down the hall. A room full of his presence, full of his smell—Adam’s room. It was from a different life.

      I turned off the lamp and fell gratefully on the pearly sheets, intending to think through some of what had occurred in this house this evening. Before I could go into detail thinking about Adam, about his brother’s strange behavior, and about what had driven me here in the first place, I drifted off into a restless sleep...

      It was dark. A flash of silver light tore through the air between me and Adam. He spread his wings the second the flash hit his chest. I held my breath and gestured to him to hide before they could strike once more. He didn’t take any notice of my hands waving, trying to summon him beside me. He looked at me with burning red eyes. Red eyes, I had never seen before, red eyes like fire. They bore into mine and my body was burning, every single fiber in my being screaming with pain. It wasn’t Adam; it was the shadow from the street, the human shape made of billowing shadow. I couldn’t see its face, but a pair of red eyes was burning in the darkness. They were fixed on me while the shadow around them glided closer. I wanted to run, but my body wouldn’t respond to my desperate commands. It remained frozen, burning in agony. I fought the finality of what was written in those red eyes. Death, was what they said. Death and agony. I screamed....

      “Wake up,” a voice spoke beside my ear.

      I shuddered as the voice touched my ears. I looked around for the source of it, but there was nothing but the red-eyed demon.

      “Claire,” the voice demanded, a little louder this time.

      I opened my eyes, unable to find the speaker in the darkness of my dream, and the pain left my system instantly as I found myself back in reality.

      The room was dark but something, perhaps moonlight through the windows, gave a soft glow. I looked to the side to find Ben’s face beside mine. I stared at him in the half-light. His eyes were the molten steel they had been earlier.

      “I heard you scream, so I thought I might check on you,” he said, his tone full of worry. “Are you alright?” he asked.

      I continued staring. I wasn’t surprised by his presence, it felt almost natural that he was there. My eyelids dropped, blocking my eyes from his view for a second as I blinked. When I reopened them, he was still there, his features serious, his face so close that the heat of his breath was warming my cheek.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said when after another half a minute I was still motionless like a statue, doing nothing but stare.

      “You didn’t,” I whispered into his breath. I felt a jolt in my stomach as Ben closed his eyes for a second. When he reopened them, they glowed silvery blue.

      I jumped and slid away from him, only to hit my head on the bedpost.

      “Ouch!” I said and felt my scalp to examine if I had cut the skin somewhere. There was nothing wet in my hair, so I just rubbed the spot where my skull had hit the wood.

      My eyes snapped back to Ben. He was still leaning on the bed, but to my horror, his eyes were gleaming. What had I done? It seemed like I was about to catalyze the Gallagers’ second son. I had done nothing in particular to cause a change in Ben, I told myself and tried to clam down, although internally I was freaking out. Could just being there make Ben’s angel powers awaken? This couldn’t be happening. It was a disaster. What if I became his mark, too? I couldn’t. He couldn’t. I had to leave.

      I scrambled out of the bed and stood, still rubbing my head with my hand, then carefully stepped toward the door.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Ben’s voice came from the bed.

      “Home,” I mumbled into my hair, which was falling into my face as I continued rubbing my head while I slowly made my way in the half-light.

      “I don’t think so.”

      I fell to my knees, stumbling in surprise away from the voice that was right there in my ears. It hadn’t been more than a few seconds. He hadn’t made a sound—none at all.

      My bandaged hands hit the floor as I buckled forward. I didn’t dare turn around. Instead, I tried to push myself back to my unwilling feet. How could it have happened so fast? His eyes had just started to glow and he already teleported? The moment I asked myself the question, it was answered by Ben’s pale hand reaching out to help me up.

      I shied away from his long, slender fingers. They shouldn’t be there. Ben shouldn’t be there. I shouldn’t be there.

      Yes, you should, the voice in my head mocked as it woke up in the back of my mind. I shook my head at both, Ben’s hand, and the voice and got to my feet without help. My knees were like pudding and my hands were shaky. I was in shock—a state I was used to by now.

      When I had fully straightened up, my eyes snapped to Ben’s gray shiny ones. They didn’t glow anymore, I noticed, and it was like I looked at a totally normal man. I felt stupid for running away. Ben standing in the Gallagers’ guest room with his half-outstretched hand and perfectly normal eyes made him seem ordinary. Except that he was anything but ordinary. He was part-angel about to develop his powers and there was nothing I wanted more than to get out of his sphere before he spread his wings for the first time. There was nothing less useful for me now, than to become the mark of another angel and turn into a double-target for the demons that were already trying to kill me. I needed a safe space; somewhere I could go when I wanted to hide from the world and where I could think.

      “Don’t be afraid, Claire,” Ben said after a while of looking into my eyes. I didn’t know what he had found there that made him use this utterly gentle tone. His expression turned all warm and tender, and it was like a mask was crumbling from his face.

      I searched his eyes for a sign of gleaming but all I found was the reflection of the moonlight coming through the window.

      “I think it’s time I told you something,” he began. I loved this new gentle voice, but I didn’t like the words he was speaking. My head wandered from side to side on top of my spine in slow movements while I continued staring like I was a complete idiot.

      “I have to,” he said, but I continued to shake my head, stricken dumb by utter dread of what he had to say.

      “Please, Claire,” his voice became harsher. I didn’t like it. “I need to show you. I don’t care if you don’t want to know. I think you—if anybody—have the right to know.”

      My mouth opened to tell him I didn’t want to hear it, whatever it was. His soft eyes made me think I knew exactly what he wanted to tell me and I couldn’t stand to hear it said aloud. How could he think I could... I still was too deep in the mess Adam had left behind. I couldn’t simply replace him. How could Ben think I would betray the memory of his brother?

      Ben came closer. I couldn’t stand the vision of him so near to me. My head rolled to one side so I wouldn’t have to look directly into his face. He came even closer and his hand grabbed my chin, forcing my face back in his direction.

      I closed my eyes to evade his stare. It was uncomfortably intense and his breath was coming in too quick gusts.

      “I can be for you what he was,” Ben whispered.

      I tried to shake my head in his iron grip, but didn’t get it to move even an inch.

      “Don’t think I can’t,” he mocked.

      I threw him an ugly look before I opened my mouth to speak. “You can never replace him,” I spat, my jaw fighting against his hand. “You are not Adam.”

      “But I’m from the same family,” Ben replied without a second of delay.

      “That doesn’t give you the right to take his place,” I said harshly. My insides knotted into a hard ball and reminded me in a painful way that nobody could.

      “I can give you whatever he gave you...”

      “I don’t want it,” I said coldly.

      “Maybe more...”

      I looked at him for a while with a probing gaze.

      The way his eyes were beginning to gleam made me anxious. I wasn’t sure anymore if what I was fearing would come was where he was actually headed.

      His hand loosed its grip. Maybe he took my unresponsiveness as a sign that I accepted his offer.

      I shook my head in a quick motion. “No.” The word sounded freezing.

      “I’m stronger, Claire,” Ben said in a quiet voice, “No one is going to harm you when you’re with me.”

      “I don’t care how many tree trunks you can carry,” I snapped, thinking of him in the parlor just hours before, arms folded over his shapely chest.

      His brow furrowed but his lips curved in frustrated amusement. “No, no, no, not that, Claire,” he said. “I’m older than Adam and I have a purer bloodline.”

      “What?” I choked out. “What are you talking about?” My head swam with incomprehension while Ben kept looking at me like he was revealing the first prize to the lucky winner.

      “Do you really not understand?” he whispered. With the strangest look, he stepped backward and pointed at himself like he was trying to tell me that the prize he had been talking about all along was him.

      “Understand what?” was all that could leave my mouth before my questions were answered with a burst of blinding white.

      Reflexively, I shied away from Ben’s expanding shape—the image of a Gallager son exploding in front of me felt like deja-vu. I remembered the first time I had seen Adam spread his wings. It had been the beginning of a lot of happiness, but also a lot of pain and now sorrow. I was living deep in the fallout still.

      “Ben, no,” I whispered in dismay.

      He was standing there, shirt torn and hanging askew from his broad shoulders, revealing his muscled chest, framed by a beautiful pair of shining, white wings. He was magnificent.

      Hot tears sprang up without warning and stung my eyes.

      “Oh my God, Ben—I’m so sorry.” My voice was so low it was almost inaudible. So, I had sealed the Gallagers’ second son’s fate, too. Just as I had with Adam, I had triggered Ben’s wings and now I was marked by him. Could things get any more complicated? Great, the voice in my head came to life once more, now you’ve got both of them on your conscience—murderer. “Shut up,” I responded aloud, but only so loud that I could hear it, or so I hoped. A deep sadness spread inside of me. I was a murderer. I hadn’t lifted as much as a finger against them, but still I was responsible for Adam’s death, and I would certainly be responsible for Ben’s, too, unless some miracle delivered us both.

      “I don’t think God needs you to be sorry,” Ben said much too casually for what I thought was the high drama of the moment.

      His tone shifted me away from my own problems to consider what it was he might be saying. Why would he be so calm? Wasn’t he afraid?

      “You can stop blaming yourself now,” he said, and his eyes locked on mine with a seriousness I had never ever seen on his face before.

      “What—?”

      “No, you’re not marked,” he said evenly, “you’re not a target because of me, and you didn’t trigger my wings.”

      My mouth fell open at what he was saying. Could it be that this boy knew everything? How long had he been like this? I didn’t want to think about the future for this heavenly winged creature. He was too young to be exposed to this war. And still he seemed so confident, the way he was standing with his angelic wings. He looked as if they had been part of him all his life.

      “Ben, I—” I was at a loss for words.

      His eyes started to gleam in a steely blue that looked even more alien than Adam’s light green or Jaden’s gold.

      “Don’t worry about me,” he said reassuringly, his voice strong and confident.

      I must have looked like a complete idiot because Ben suddenly launched into laughter. Pride and strength shone out from him.

      “I’ll be fine,” he laughed, “I’ve learned to handle it.”

      “Ben—” I started once more, “how can you not be afraid? After what happened to your brother... As long as you use your powers, they might track you down, won’t they? ”

      Ben just looked at me with his eyes glowing and the most beautiful smile on his perfect lips.

      “How have you managed to stay undetected? I thought the demons could locate new angels when they spread wings for the first time.” My voice trailed off as Ben just stood there smiling at me. I had more questions.

      “How did you learn what was happening that first time? Adam told me how hard it was for him in the beginning—”

      The mention of Adam seemed to cool his joy in revealing his powerful angel-self to me. His smile faded and he looked down pensively as if mesmerized by the elaborate parquet floor of the room.

      “He told me about the fear... and the changes in the physical abilities... and it was so hard for him to learn to control it...” I stepped back and sat down on the bed, my heart heavy with memories and my head bursting with thoughts I couldn’t channel into one simple sentence. Instead of voicing what was going on inside of me, I fell silent and stared at the blanket.

      The floor made a creaking noise as Ben moved, the soles of his feet brushing the wood as he walked slowly in my direction.

      Everybody was supernatural around me. All of them were extraordinary, strong, had superhero powers, were beautiful and, to name that part that weighed most heavily on me, immortal.

      They wouldn’t die. Unless somehow the forces of darkness could exploit a weakness, they would live forever—Ben, Chris, Jenna, Jaden... Adam should have lived forever, too, but I had been the weakness the demons used to destroy him.

      A wave of guilt tried to choke me. I swallowed it bravely and turned my eyes back to what was left of my world. I had to think about the present. Ben sat down on the bed beside me.

      “You don’t need to worry about me,” he repeated. “I’ve been like this for over five years. Not even my parents know what I am.”

      I held my breath. Not true! His parents knew very well, but were keeping that from him to protect him. But if HE didn’t know that, it was one more burden for me to carry, another secret in this supernatural world I found myself in.

      “I have learned control without any help—it all came naturally. It is as if I had always been like this—wings and torch eyes and aging at will.” Full of charm and brio he looked eagerly into my face. “It’s not even hard to hide that I am so strong.”

      My heart filled with sadness as he spoke. I could only picture Adam and wondered why it couldn’t have been that easy for him. Would he still be alive?

      “And you are too beautiful to be sad,” Ben whispered. His eyes lingered on my face as if he was sinking into my soul. They looked lost, searching for an anchor.

      I turned my head to evade his eyes.

      “Ben, I’m—” lost, too. Caught in misery. I need someone to make it alright again. Could I tell him this? I could barely acknowledge it myself.

      “I know,” he simply said. His hand reached out and stroked my cheek with the tip of one finger.

      My cheek warmed under his touch. It was the closest to comfort I could imagine right now, the way he touched my face. I felt my defenses weaken, so welcome was the combination of place and person in my hungry heart. I could see the similarity between Adam and Ben more clearly than ever. They looked so similar when their faces were lit up by the glow of their eyes—except Adam’s eyes would never again shine, ever. My heart sped up as I searched Ben’s face for an answer to what was happening to me. He looked at me, victorious. Instead of giving me the answer I was searching for, he bent closer and breathed a kiss onto my cheek.

      “I know, I’ll never replace him...” he whispered and his wings rustled behind his back as he moved towards me, “but I can try. At least—I’m alive.”

      I felt as though a knife had been stabbed into my guts. This fabulous creature so sweetly taking me over was so much like Adam. The way he smelled, his beautiful face, his tender concern. And he was right—he was alive. Alive, and immortal, too. While Adam, who should have been immortal, was dead, and that was because of me. My heart was split in two halves, torn down the middle.

      I had half a heart that was in mourning for my true love, and half a heart that yearned traitorously for the comfort and protection his brother could give me. Where the edges of my broken heart collided against each other, there was terrible pain and guilt. Pain and guilt that Ben was slowly, and apparently with my permission, pushing into the background.

      What can you lose? the voice in my head asked. And it was right. There was hardly a thing I could lose now. What was left of my family was safe in Indianapolis, far, far away from everything that was going on here in Aurora. And the Gallagers were supernaturals—all of them.

      I was the weak link in the chain, and the best I could do was surround myself with forces of the good. It would increase my chances of survival. But I couldn’t replace Adam; not the way Ben meant. My heart was full of Adam’s memory. There was little space to fit anyone else in.
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      The fog that was slowly lifting from the streets of Aurora was similar to the haze that was coiling in my head. I had the strong intuition that whatever I had been denying, was going to reveal itself to me soon. Almost like I was sure that the fog outside the window was going to retreat upwards and form into a soft, white cloud, which would be blown away by the fresh spring breeze. I also had the feeling that whatever I was going to find would by no means resemble the clear blue sky that usually follows when the clouds disappear. I was more expecting a darkened plane that would threaten to crash down on me. I could already feel it.

      Several days had passed since the night at the Gallagers’. I had had a lot to think about. These days, not many things in my life were able to penetrate my thoughts concerning my dilemma with Benedict Gallager. I hadn’t felt as safe in weeks as I had felt with him. I hadn’t even had the opportunity to feel guilty for enjoying this new feeling of being protected, not alone, the way I had felt before. Ben, Jenna, and Chris were a part of Adam and somehow that made me feel better. It helped me drown out this sense of emptiness I had gotten used to. I actually, after all this time of pain, started to feel a little bit healed.

      Sophie was still in Indianapolis. She had called the night before to let me know that Ian was going to come pick up some of her things today before lunchtime. He wanted to visit her—again. I wondered how he could be so blindly in love with my dear sister. Yes, she was pretty. Yes, she was bright. And yes, she had a brilliant sense of humor—sometimes. But she treated him without much respect. She had cheated on him once some time ago. Now, that they were a couple again, I was waiting for her to make the same mistake. I found myself unable to understand how somebody could do such a thing. If one truly loved the other, there wouldn’t be a reason. It was none of my business, of course, but it was a distraction to keep me from thinking about my own troublesome life all the time. I remembered the excuse she had used last time. She hadn’t been entirely sure if Ian was what she wanted. She had felt physically attracted to the other man and, once the chance presented itself, she followed her instinct.

      I wondered how it was possible to even think about it. I could never have betrayed Adam. Apart from the fact that he would have known the moment I came near him. He would have sensed that there was something wrong. The shame, the fear to be caught—

      The doorbell jerked me to my feet and I headed down the stairs to open it. Instead of Ian, whom I had been expecting, Ben was standing on the other side. He looked at me with narrowed eyes.

      “Can I come in?” he asked, simultaneously grabbing me by the shoulders and nearly lifting me back into the house.

      “Whoa, what’s up?” I asked, startled by his urgency.

      “Just a second,” he whispered and pressed his finger to his lips. He walked a few steps, then stood in the doorway to the living room for half a minute, unmoving. I watched him freeze into place and turned around when after another five seconds he was still stone-like. The door was still standing open. I grabbed the handle and started to push it closed when Ian appeared on the doorstep.

      “Hi, Claire,” he smiled. “How are you doing?” I eyed him critically for a moment then pulled the door back open.

      “Come in, please,” I said mechanically, still unsettled by Ben’s behavior.

      Ian stepped over the threshold in slow strides.

      “Sophie told me to pick up her...”

      “They are upstairs. I packed everything into the black leather bag,” I told Ian without looking at him, my eyes back on Ben who still hadn’t moved.

      “Have you got a minute so I can introduce you?” I asked Ben with the faintest undertone of sarcasm.

      Ian noticed Ben for the first time.

      “Oh, hi—”

      “Ben—Ian, Ian—Ben,” I gestured at both of them in turns, introducing my sister’s boyfriend to the brother of my dead boyfriend.

      “Sorry,” Ben finally unfroze and turned around, reacting to my tense tone, “I was in thought...”

      Sometimes Ben’s phraseology was downright quaint, something I had noticed with all the angels in my life.

      He held out his hand to Ian politely and his face grew into a warm mask that didn’t resemble that alarmed, almost anxious look he had worn a minute ago anymore.

      “Nice to meet you, Ben,” Ian said and shook Ben’s hand. Then he turned back to me. “Look, I’ll just grab Sophie’s things and I’ll be off. I have to drive all the way down to Indianapolis and I want to see your sister as soon as possible.” He winked at me and headed for the stairs.

      “Okay.” I exhaled quietly. I was glad that Ian hadn’t found Ben’s behavior fishy. The last thing I needed was somebody asking questions I couldn’t answer because I was still waiting for an answer myself.

      I waited until Ian was out of earshot and then turned back to Ben.

      “What’s wrong, Ben?” I whispered as I saw that his face was back to alarmed. “Tell me.” I danced from foot to foot, all insecure and getting myself ready to run. The way he kept his face an alarmed mask made me think that I might have a reason for running.

      “I just thought I saw something,” he told me.

      “What?” I asked, uncomprehending, getting more nervous.

      Ben shook his head.

      “How can you see something?”

      Ben averted his gaze.

      “Ben, look at me,” I demanded.

      A door was closed upstairs and Ian’s shoes tapping down the stairs in quick step announced that he was back within earshot.

      “Anything else I should bring her?” he asked on his way to the front door. “Except for your warm regards?” Ian grinned boyishly. He was too good for this world. If Sophie would ask him to jump down from Indianapolis Hospital’s roof, he would probably do it.

      “No,” I smiled at him, hoping that he wouldn’t notice Ben’s glare or my silly shifting from side to side. “That’s all.”

      “See you then,” he said and he walked out the door still grinning, obviously in a good mood.

      “Tell her I am fine,” I called after him. And I saw him nod while he turned his head to one side, looking at me over his shoulder.

      I waved at him with one nervously shaking hand and then I closed the door behind him.

      “You are going to tell me what’s going on, Mister,” I said and darted towards Ben in a quick stride, my index finger pointing at his chest. “Why are you seeing things in my house?”

      Ben’s eyes narrowed and he opened his mouth defensively. “I was in the area and I though I might drop by and say hello...” he said very unconvincingly.

      “And then?” I demanded.

      Ben looked afraid of me. His face blushed slightly and his shoulders sank half an inch, just enough to notice.

      “I saw—I felt that something dark was around and I feared that the demons had decided to strike once more.”

      “And—?” I tapped my foot against the floor impatiently, getting angry from the lack of proper information, my finger still poking into his chest

      “And I rang the bell and you opened the door?” he offered, obviously hoping that being cute would get him off the hook.

      I shook my head to deny the answer and frowned at him.

      “And—?” he repeated, waiting for me to complete the question.

      “And—is there anything dark around?” I demanded like a stern teacher getting to the bottom of some misbehavior.

      “Actually, I guess maybe not,” Ben said, abashed. He looked at me to check my reaction.

      Well, here’s a role reversal, I thought to myself. The big, strong angel in trouble with the ordinary human girl.

      “What I mean is, whatever it was, it’s not here anymore,” he explained, his expression all open and attentive now. The new Ben-face I still had to get used to. It was too friendly, too human, too—

      I looked away. It made him look so much like Adam and I just couldn’t bear that. His half-brother was dead and we were standing there together with something unresolved between us. I couldn’t even think about it.

      “Why are you really here?” I asked quietly, my eyes on the floor.

      A silence spread between us. I knew that there was an answer to that question, one that diferred from what Ben had told me; but I wasn’t entirely sure if I wanted to know. Something drove me to ask, anyway.

      “Ben—” I persisted, lifting my finger from his chest, “—why?”

      For the first time in my life, I felt like I could read a person’s emotions the way Adam had always described it. I perceive what they feel and somehow know their reasons. I didn’t know the reason, but I could tell that Ben had come here for me. Not just to drop by, but to take care of me. I felt that strange pull between us. My hands shook and my stomach was a bit nauseous. It was exactly what I didn’t want to feel; I didn’t want to know.

      I let my head sink and looked away, turning to the side and walking towards the couch, where I sat down.

      “I—” Ben started.

      “Yeah, it’s alright,” I said like I was speaking to the table in front of me, “you were around, running errands in the area...”

      Ben shifted his weight and took a step towards me, slowly. “I was here because I...”

      “Because you had stuff to do,” I finished his sentence, not leaving any space for him to say what he was thinking. “Thank you for dropping by. As you can see, I’m safe. Nothing to worry about.”

      “And I fixed your car,” he added.

      “Thanks,” I simply said.

      I looked at him for a second and as he blinked, too slowly to be a subconscious gesture, I looked back at the table awkwardly. The wood had several scratches on the surface where my sister and I had placed dishes or bottles or other things I couldn’t remember. I followed the progress of a minor scratch which twisted into one of the corners in a sharp angle. Observing how badly we had taken care of this particular piece of furniture, I almost managed to ignore Ben’s expectant silence.

      “Claire,” Ben said from closer in front of me than I had expected.

      My head snapped up in the direction his voice was coming from.

      “What?” I asked in a whisper, almost unable to bear the thought of getting an answer and wanting to hear it at the same time. My stomach clenched in tension.

      Before I could even look at him, Ben reached for my hand and cradled it in both of his, softly, carefully.

      “Claire...” he began. He looked into my eyes. “You know I have feelings for you...”

      My heart leaped and my head began to pound. Those were the words I had hoped to hear since that night at the Gallagher’s, and those were also the words I could not bear to hear. I felt like a monster. I had led him on, encouraged him to speak and for what... just to invoke Adam’s memory and send Ben on his way.

      “Ben,” I panted, transfixed by his stare. “I can’t.”

      Ben looked away for a long second and when he looked back at me his eyes had changed. No longer the blue of sunny skies, they were the color of solid steel. “I am sorry, I made you uncomfortable,” Ben said in the strangely formal way he sometimes had and quickly let go of my hand like he had burned his fingers.

      My heart was wracked with pity but I had no way to express it. I was glad he had understood that this was not the time for what was on his mind. But I didn’t dare to look into his eyes again for fear I would change my mind.

      “I think it is best if I leave now,” he said quietly and stepped toward the door he had entered just a few minutes earlier with such anticipation.

      It was only then that another thought occurred to me. What if my rejection on one level made him leave me on another? What if my not being able to love Adam’s brother would kill our friendship, too? I would lose his protection. I would be more vulnerable again. I shuddered slightly as I turned my head to watch Ben walk out the front door.

      “Hey,” I called out very softly. I wanted him to feel my regret and affection.

      He turned and paused, looking straight through me with his steely eyes. I hesitated, aware that my motives were selfish and unworthy of him.

      “When will I see you again?” I asked.

      He raised his eyebrows and compressed his lips, a disappointed man. “Oh, now you’re worried,” he said. “Well, don’t be. I’ll always be there for you when you need a protector.” And with that he was gone.

      I didn’t know if I was only imagining it, but the room was still filled with the echo of Ben’s hurt voice and it wasn’t long before my guilt was filling the gaps in between.

      I needed to get out of the house for a while. I needed some space and air to breathe. I had spent so much time in fear of what was hunting me, that I had forgotten to live. The fact that I had Jenna, Chris, and Ben to protect me helped me stay calm enough to get through the days, and the knowledge that Jaden was never too far away let me sleep more or less restful. Jaden was around at school also, although there he kept a good distance and spent a lot of time with Amber, who was thrilled by every word he spoke and couldn’t take her eyes off him for even a second if her attention wasn’t forcefully directed elsewhere. It still bothered me that Jaden gave her so much attention. But then, maybe it was for the best. Maybe all this was what gave me enough freedom to move at school with enough space so nobody would notice I was being shadowed by Jaden Abelton.

      As I headed for the front door, I grabbed my jacket from the hook and swirled it around my shoulders in a swift movement. Outside, the fog had cleared a little, whereas the wafts of mist had grown thicker inside my head. I pounded down the porch stairs and headed towards downtown without any real destination. Something about this whole situation wasn’t right and I couldn’t put my finger on it. I simply couldn’t find an easy explanation. Was it me and my endless worries? Was it the pressure from the constant danger that was just sufficiently below the threshold to not drive me crazy with actual fear?

      I was beginning to wear out. My strength was coming to an end and I could name plenty of causes why. I tried to line them up in logical order. First, the constant fear of demons that underlay every moment of every day. Then, the grief over Adam’s death. My new and troubled relationship with Ben. Chris’ struggle to regain his wings. The pressure to stay in school and do well so that my future—if I ever got to have one—could be a good one. Sophie’s safety. Hanging on to the few friends I had at Aurora High. I had avoided evil as good as possible, I had endured being stared at, being made fun of, being an outsider, a stranger in a group of people I thought I knew. The sun was beginning to timidly appear overhead but, thanks to my list of troubles, my day seemed darker than ever.

      It wasn’t just that I had all these worries, and that I couldn’t see an end to them. I couldn’t even see where to start fixing them.

      I was deep into a supernatural world and I was not strong enough to thrive there. I had no one to turn to except the Gallagers. The Gallagers—I should at least be grateful for them. Chris, Jenna, and Ben. A stalwart little army of goodness and angelic strength. And Jaden, my guardian angel—sometimes there, sometimes not, but still my guardian. I was helpless without them.

      My footfalls were unnaturally loud on the sidewalk, I noticed, as I returned from the mist in my head to the less hazy reality around me.

      It took me a while before I recognized where my feet were carrying me. I hadn’t talked to Mr. Baker in a while. He hadn’t been there on my last work day. The boy who worked at the library usually had Mr. Baker’s keys to close up in the evenings. I wondered if the old man would be there now. Eager to talk to someone who knew enough so I didn’t have to pretend, but not enough to bother me with unwelcome questions about my role in this whole mess, I walked a little faster until the library building became visible at the end of the street.

      The building looked the same as usual. What was abnormal was the cluster of people squeezing between ambulance cars and a police cruiser. The blue light was painting repetitive patterns on the faded colors of the facades of the buildings and on the people who were rushing in and out the entrance door.

      Instinctively, I picked up my pace. What was going on? My feet were carrying me unnaturally fast towards the scene. As I was close enough to recognize faces, I saw Lydia at the very back of the crowd, Richard standing close beside her, holding her hand in both of his.

      For a second, I felt relief. Whatever had happened, at least one of my best friends wasn’t involved. Lydia was safe. And Richard. Not that he had been much of a friend to me, but he was Lyd’s boyfriend, and that meant that I was happy he was okay.

      Amber. Greg. My mind flashed to images of my other friends.

      “Claire,” Lydia called as she noticed me hurrying towards them.

      “What happened?” I asked, still a few steps away from them. I almost bumped into them, so eager to get an answer.

      “I don’t know.” It was Richard who spoke these unsatisfying words. “We just arrived a few minutes ago.”

      “I heard people mention that someone collapsed inside the library,” Lydia gave what information she had.

      “What are the police doing here?”

      The moment the words had left my mouth, I heard a low murmur go through the crowd. People were standing on their tiptoes to get a better view of the paramedics and the body they were carrying down the stairs from the entrance. The body was covered with a white sheet from face to feet. I didn’t see much besides that. Just a glimpse of gray hair which was exposed at the top of the covered figure’s head.

      “Mr. Baker,” I gasped.

      A wave of sadness and fear washed over me and my ears began to buzz. I must have started to lose my balance because someone steadied me.

      “Are you okay?” I heard a voice beside me. I couldn’t even tell who it was.

      Mr. Baker—dead. My breath rasped in my chest.

      I caught myself looking around hysterically. Where was Jaden when I needed him?

      A firm hand pushed me back into the crowd.

      “Please stand back, folks,” a tall and lean policeman was saying, “Let the paramedics through here.”

      Shaken awake by his voice, I jumped to the side.

      “Officer, what happened?” someone in the crowd called out.

      “Just a medical emergency,” the policeman said, all business and plainly not going to share anything else. “We’ll take it from here. You should all move on now.”

      One of the bystanders, a hunched old lady with disheveled hair who was one of the library regulars, spotted me. She was a chatty character and I usually tried to keep my conversations with her short, but today I was glad to see her.

      “I heard one of those detective fellows say it wasn’t anything violent,” she offered, nodding towards a figure in a tan trench coat that matched his sparse hair.

      The man was standing with two younger men who appeared very solemn.

      “I guess it was just old age,” the woman rattled on. “Too bad, he was nice. Guess we’re going to need a new librarian now. I hope that doesn’t mean they are going to change the reading room around too much. I like it the way it is. Two years ago when they...”

      Lydia, perceptive as always, took my arm and said, “Come on, we’ve got to go.”

      I allowed her to steer me away but not before I noticed that the man in the trench coat was now standing alone on the bottom step, as if waiting for the emergency vehicles to clear out one by one.

      Lydia kept our arms linked and, along with Richard, we started walking. They were talking, but I wasn’t listening. My brain was running laps, trying to collect any details I could remember that would help me understand.

      

      Our destination turned out to be Noel’s coffee shop, and with a shock I thought of the last time I had been here. It had been with Mr. Baker, and he had been fighting a bad cold. Could that have been it? Perhaps he had developed pneumonia? Should I have insisted on going to the store that evening to get him medicine?

      An image of dark billowing shadows passed before me and I suddenly felt certain it wasn’t pneumonia. Mr. Baker had known too much. It was them. A cold shiver went up my spine. And I could be next. Even more than poor old Mr. Baker, I knew too much.

      “I wonder what will happen to the library now,” Richard speculated, looking at me over his coffee.

      I shook my head in reply, not really listening. I was watching Noel shuffling around, clearing the tables. He looked so sad. Did he know? Had he already heard about Mr. Baker’s death? I fought the impulse to walk over and speak to him. I had never spoken to him before and I didn’t want to be weird. But somehow my heart went out to him.

      “... impact on your job?” Richard was asking me a question.

      “Um,” I said, trying to figure out what the first part of the sentence would have been. “I have not a clue.”

      I hoped that would satisfy Richard, but I caught his train of thought. What if the new administration had no use for part-time high school students? The job didn’t pay very much, but still I was putting all my paychecks into my college fund, a fund that seemed to promise the nice, normal future that I wanted, instead of the perilous present. My heart gave a sad flutter. No matter how hard I tried, I might never get to that future.

      Lydia was leaning on Richard’s shoulder, her face grim. How much was I longing for a shoulder to lean on. Where was Jaden when I needed him? Did he know what was going on right now? Maybe if I were alone he might show up...

      

      Mr. Baker’s funeral was short and simple. What he would have wanted, I felt sure. It had been hard for me to go into the cemetery, though. Adam was buried there, the little plot out of sight from us this morning but in actuality hardly more than a few steps away. I was standing in line with maybe fifty others who wanted to pay their respect to the town librarian. Jaden wasn’t among them. Despite the little clique of mourners, I felt alone and vulnerable, surrounded by painful memories and a burden of sadness that went far beyond my regret for Mr. Baker.

      The past days before the funeral had been full of doubts. The police had announced that it had been a natural death. Something with his heart that wasn’t obvious at first. I doubted it.

      First of all, Mr. Baker had been a protector of the angels’ knowledge and was well-informed about the existence of demons. This alone had made him a target. And then, he had shared his knowledge with me, which had made him a liability. Angels would never attack Mr. Baker. But demons?

      I looked at the black-clothed crowd around me and shuddered. It should have been me. Not him. I knew too much, too. Or even more than too much.

      I had to fight to keep my eyes on the little funeral before me and not seek out the spot where Adam lay in the earth, his grave now spangled with the tiny red blossoms of the maple overhead. And with Adam dead, I might as well be, too. It would be an act of mercy if they did kill me, and sooner rather than later. Not that they even knew the concept of mercy.

      Someone squeezed my hand and I turned abruptly to find Ben beside me, a sympathetic smile on his beautiful lips.

      “Thanks for coming,” I whispered at him as we turned to leave.

      We filed in behind the rest of the people and slowly made our way towards the gate.

      Once outside the gates, I found James, who also worked at the library, waiting for me.

      “Have you heard anything yet?” he asked, his face pale and full of worry. “About reopening?”

      “No, nothing,” I shook my head at him. “How about you?”

      “No... although I did hear that the new librarian won’t cut our jobs. That’s good, at least.” He looked up from the ground.

      “Oh, wow, for sure.” That was a relief. “So I guess we just wait.”

      “Yep,” James said, and gave a brief wave as he headed to his car.

      I turned to Ben. He was frowning into the distance.

      “What is it?” I tried to get his attention.

      His mouth twitched ever so slightly and he turned toward me.

      “Don’t worry about it.” He shook his head.

      That, of course, made me worry.

      “What, Ben?” I tried again. This time I got a stronger reaction out of him.

      “I don’t like the thought of you going back there. It’s too dangerous.”

      He was obviously talking about the library.

      “There is something about that place, that makes it more dangerous than others.”

      I nodded in agreement. First the shadow, the first time Jaden had showed up. Then Colina. I swallowed. Then Mr. Baker.

      Of course the ancient book about angels and demons, the one without title, might play a part in this. It had made the library a place where mythical creatures seemed to walk in and out every other day.

      “Jaden is always looking out for me, Ben,” I tried to reassure him. “I’ll be fine.” But my heart rate went up, knowing, that I probably wouldn’t. Not much longer. And of course Ben would feel my anxiety. He put his hand on my shoulder.

      We walked to my car in silence. Just when we reached it, something caught my eye. Ahead, a vague but familiar shape was standing under the spreading trees. It was no more than a shadow, but my heart did a quick flip flop. Adam, my subconscious spoke immediately. Not possible, my brain responded after a long second. Adam was dead. I had watched them bury him right here, in this graveyard. I shook my head at myself. My dreams, my nightmares had probably started following me through my days. I blinked hard and looked again, but the shape was gone.

      I glanced at Ben but if he had seen or sensed anything, he gave no clue. He just politely opened the door for me and I slid into the driver’s seat. I took a deep breath and exhaled.

      “You coming?” I asked Ben, wondering what the plan was.

      “I’ll be right behind you.” He closed the door and walked away.

      I pulled into my driveway just ahead of Ben, thinking about my most recent conversation with Sophie.

      Another funeral? Sophie had asked. And she was right. It seemed like I was attending more funerals than anything else these days. I was grateful that Sophie was out of town for now. Having her in danger because of me was inexcusable.

      Ben walked me to the door. Had it been only three days since he had walked out, hurt and angry, and I had gone on that aimless walk to clear my mind? The walk that ended abruptly at the scene at the library?

      “Do you want me to stay?” he asked.

      I looked searchingly at him. I couldn’t read his thoughts, but I could feel how much he wanted me to say yes. I smiled at him the way old friends can smile when they are on familiar territory together.

      “Do you want to stay?” I countered.

      He dipped his head. “We need to have another talk.”

      “Then okay,” I said, still smiling but on the alert for what might be coming next. I put the key in the lock. “Come on in.”

      He followed me in and shrugged out of his jacket, aiming it at the hallway chair before following me into the kitchen.

      Dishes and old mail were still on the table. Ben sat down and began artfully piling the china into a tower.

      I reached over and took the dishes from him, wondering if, as wealthy as the Gallagers were, Ben had ever learned to wash dishes. For a moment I imagined him as a husband and father, helping some graceful young woman with the housework, maybe playing with the baby. It was a pretty picture. Ben was eyeing me as if trying to read my thoughts, and I was glad angels could not do that.

      “Coffee?”I asked and quickly turned away, grabbing two coffee mugs from the cabinet. I needed for him not to see my eyes.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” he started.

      My hands stopped mid-air.

      “Tell you what?” I held my breath, waiting for his answer.

      “That you know so much about Chris and Jenna and—the rest of us.”

      Ahhh. Of course. Sooner or later, all those angels living under the same roof would have had to discover all the many truths about each other.

      And he would wonder at some point how much I really knew. That meant he would know that his angel-powers must come from somewhere. A genetic predisposition inherited from one of the parents. Or in his case—both.

      “Hmmpf.” I set the mugs down and waited for the coffee machine to do its magic. “I guess, it wasn’t my place to tell. When did you find out?” I asked.

      “Just this week.” His voice was dark.

      “Did they tell you?” I poured the coffee and set the two mugs on the table in front of him before I sat on a chair next to him.

      His face was unreadable. I could only imagine what emotions must be washing over him that moment.

      He looked into his cup like he was searching for answers there. “After Mr. Baker’s death—”

      I eyed him for one brief second and took a deep breath. Lucas Baker had known everything about angels. And he probably had died to protect the knowledge. To protect the Gallagers. Ben owed him as much as I did.

      “—my parents decided it was time to warn me. They told me how you had let them know about Mr. Baker, and about how the demons were drawing closer and I was in danger because of my strong angel heritage.” He gave a grin somewhere between mischievous and triumphant. “You can imagine their faces when I told them I knew, that it had already happened for me. They couldn’t believe I had handled it all by myself. Oh, and they were really relieved when they found out I hadn’t marked anyone when I spread my wings.”

      A shiver ran down my spine. Ben was lucky enough not to have marked anyone. The same as Jenna. At least neither one carried that burden. But that didn’t make their lives any less dangerous.

      “I have two part-angels as parents. That makes my lineage stronger than most. I developed earlier because of that.” Ben looked up at me. “I wonder how they were able to keep it a secret for so long... At least they had each other to confide in. If I were to love someone the way they love each other, I wouldn’t ever keep a secret from them.”

      “That is quite impressive,” I commented on Jenna and Chris, ignoring the last sentence he had spoken.

      Ben’s eyes became molten steel. “I just want you to know that you have three Gallager angels left. We can’t ever replace Adam for you and... well, to be honest, you can’t ever replace Adam for us. But we are all bound to one another now through him. You carry part of his soul, and that makes you part of our family. Nothing is more important to us than to keep you safe in our love.”

      I leaned back wordlessly, staring at Ben with widened eyes. I had never looked at it that way. His soul was alive, tied to mine. Even if it was just a fraction of his beautiful soul. The thought ripped through my dark mood like a ray of sunshine.

      

      It was an hour later when Ben finally left. I was still sitting in the kitchen, sipping my cold coffee.

      The conversation had left me hopeful in different ways.

      All the secrets were gone. The Gallagers all knew about each other now, and I didn’t have to watch my words and actions the way I had before. They all knew and they all understood. It made me feel a little bit better.

      With a small smile, I grabbed an envelope from the mail pile and opened it. It was the pay check from the library. And tucked in between the check and the envelope was a small piece of paper with Lucas’ scribbling on it, saying: Trust Liz!

      I was staring at the words, trying to figure out their meaning.

      Trust Liz! Who was Liz?

      This was obviously Lucas Baker’s last message to me. He must have known they were coming for him. He had made sure I got this message even if he wasn’t alive to deliver it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Guard

          

        

      

    

    
      It was Thursday. Almost a week had passed since Lucas’ funeral. And the conversation with Ben.

      I was glad all the secrets between the Gallagers were finally gone. It had felt wrong, knowing more than the trusted and loved ones around me.

      It felt like all of us knowing made us stronger than ever. A unit of supernatural—plus me, the weak human. But I was still determined.

      This afternoon was dedicated to going through the nameless book yet again.

      I had studied it from cover to cover. It had chapters that were definitely of use to us. But there were no specifics. No instructions on how to help Chris get his wings back. It just said that he might. It gave me hope, but it made me feel inadequate in my position as the researcher of our group.

      Jaden had started wandering off by himself in the afternoons, doing research of his own. He was determined to find out as much as possible about the group of demons around Volpert. I shuddered at the name. His absence left me under the protection of the Gallagers.

      It had been a long school day and it was going to be a long afternoon. Jaden would again be off to try and unearth what he could about Volpert. And so I found myself walking up to the library entrance, my hands sweaty and pulse elevated.

      Ben would be somewhere nearby—just in case.

      Thinking of Ben risking his life to make sure I was safe made me uneasy. Not because I didn’t trust him. His art-collection had made me see him in a different light.

      I was anxious for Ben. I already had one of the Gallagers’ sons on my conscience. I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to Ben.

      The door made a low squeaky sound when I pulled it open. I was half-expecting to find Lucas Baker behind the counter. He’s dead. The same as Adam. The same as everyone who gets close to you, the voice in my head woke up. I knew it was the truth.

      “Claire Gabriel,” a rich female voice greeted me from between the shelves. I turned in the direction it had come from and found myself looking at a woman in a trim, chestnut-colored suit with gleaming black hair and lively eyes.

      “My name is Elizabeth Martinez.” She hurried over, stylish boots clicking on the floor.

      I looked at her, not knowing what to expect.

      “The new librarian,” the woman clarified.

      She finally came to a halt in front of me and held out her hand.

      “Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Martinez,” I managed to croak and shook her hand. I had gotten a note to come in today. But I hadn’t been informed about the new librarian.

      “Mrs. Martinez was my mother,” she laughed and exposed her pearly white teeth. “Call me Liz.”

      Something clicked into place in my mind.

      The library was empty except for us. James must have left early.

      “Lucas told me so much about you,” Liz smiled.

      We slowly walked up to the counter together, her firm footfalls a testimony to her womanly confidence.

      “Coffee?” She held up a cup for me.

      I took it from her hands. “Thank you.”

      The hot beverage smelled good. Not the cheap drip coffee from the staff room, but strong, Italian coffee, the way you got it at Noel’s.

      “You knew Mr. Baker…uhm...Lucas?” I was curious. It couldn’t be a coincidence. She must be the Liz from Lucas Baker’s note. Trust Liz!

      “I did.” She looked down for a moment. “He absolutely adored you. Almost like a granddaughter. And when I look at you, I can see why.”

      Another smile spread on her face. It made the faint lines around her eyes and mouth more prominent. I assumed she must be in her mid-forties.

      Liz lifted her own cup to her lips and took a small sip. She had style and energy to spare, and she fixed me with her dark eyes.

      “Lucas wouldn’t stop talking about you, Claire.... I can call you Claire, right?”

      I nodded, still a little taken aback by how straightforward this person was.

      “Fine then,” she set down her cup. “I was thinking about rearranging the library a little bit. I think I see where we can create a Young Adult department by moving some shelves and furniture. They’re such great readers.”

      I listened to her, trying to figure out if she could be the Liz. She had known Lucas Baker. He had talked to her about me. It must be her.

      “... and maybe a reading club. What do you think?...”

      What had she just asked? My head was empty. I looked at her.

      “Excuse me, I didn’t catch that last part.”

      Liz smiled. “We should talk about those ideas soon. I’d really like your input.”

      I nodded, unable to come up with a coherent comment.

      “Anyway,” she added, “I need to head out. I’ve got a date.” She winked at me and finished her coffee.

      “Okay,” I managed.

      “I’ll see you later.” Liz swung her designer handbag over her shoulder. “Oh—and be prepared to work late tonight.”

      I watched her stride away from the counter on her high heels, then swing confidently through the door. What had just happened?

      

      After the whirlwind of Liz Martinez, the afternoon slowed to a crawl. I checked-in the small pile of returned books and tried to think of something else to keep my mind off Mr. Baker. He should have been there and I might never know how much I had contributed to the fact that he wasn’t. I clicked into the catalog with the thought that this new librarian might approve of a shelf of New Releases. There were quite a few titles that would qualify. Rather fancying myself in the role of library innovator, I delved deep into the project, accompanied only by the soft tick and occasional chime of the library’s famous old clock.

      I looked up only when the door opened to another creature of high energy. It was Ben.

      “Hey,” he grinned at me, like his day had just gotten better.

      “Hi, Ben.”

      I walked around the counter and up to him. He closed the distance in a few quick strides and pulled me in a hug.

      “You seem happy,” I noticed.

      “I am always happy when I see you, Claire.” Ben turned to the side and walked me towards the window.

      I let him, but wondered what he was seeing there.

      “See?” he pointed at the half-busy street outside.

      I shook my head, not sure what he was referring to. There were a few people walking, cars were driving at moderate speed, but nothing stood out.

      “Exactly,” he nodded. “Nothing is going on out there today.”

      So far, the voice in my head added.

      I curled out of his arm and walked back to stand behind the counter. Ben followed.

      “So, how come you can spend so much time babysitting me?” I asked, encouraged by his high spirits to venture into the subject of our personal relationship.

      Ben’s cheerful expression turned serious.

      “Claire, my family and I agreed to protect you from the demons. We all lost someone we love. We cannot afford to lose anyone else.” He stared into my eyes as if to emphasize the meaning.

      I looked at the floor awkwardly. It was very clear that, besides protecting me, Ben was following his own agenda.

      When I looked up, he was still staring.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” I changed the subject, uncomfortably shifting behind the counter.

      “Sure.”

      I was glad to escape his gaze and walked around the stacks to the staff room in the back.

      “Water, soda...coffee?” I called while roaming the fridge.

      “Coffee,” Ben’s voice came from right behind me.

      I jumped and stumbled into the open fridge.

      Ben’s hand caught me before I hit the vegetable shelf.

      I coughed, embarrassed, and closed the fridge behind me.

      “Milk and sugar?” I breathed without even looking at the coffee machine. My voice came out as a hoarse conglomerate of syllables.

      Ben’s hand was still holding me by my shoulder and his eyes bore into mine.

      He nodded at my question.

      I took a deep breath, unsure how to react. He made me feel insecure and safe at the same time. But there was something else lingering in the air between us—anticipation.

      I felt my pulse accelerate as Ben let his fingers slide down along my arm and came to rest on my hand.

      There was one thing I was sure about at that moment. There was something inside of me, that wanted to be close to Ben.

      I blinked at him without comprehension and pulled up my hand.

      Ben, I thought, Ben, don’t let go. And his fingers were wrapping themselves around mine, just as if he had read my mind. But it was probably more than that. He must feel what I was feeling. And what I was feeling was potent.

      We stood there for a moment, looking at each other, each of us waiting for the other to make a move. But nothing happened.

      After an eternity, he finally withdrew his hand.

      “Just black, no milk, no sugar,” he said and turned to the side.

      I turned to the coffee machine, hiding my embarrassed face. But Ben was totally at ease. He walked around and grabbed his cup as soon as it was filled.

      “Dinner at my place tonight,” he informed me, smiling over the rim of the cup as if nothing had happened.

      I couldn’t help it and returned his smile as we were walking back into the main area of the library.

      There was something about Ben that made me feel free and almost safe.

      Ever since he had dropped the facade of anger and rejection, the beauty of his personality shone as brightly as his physical beauty. Almost as if he had forgiven me for Adam’s death.

      My stomach twisted and I had to steady myself on one of the bookshelves.

      “Are you alright?” Ben turned to me with a worried expression.

      I nodded at him and he nodded back, both of us one-hundred percent aware that I wasn’t.

      I didn’t have time to put on my brave face when Liz appeared in the front door, her purse on her arm, tossing her raven hair out of her face.

      Ben automatically took a step back from me.

      “Hi,” Liz greeted.

      I blushed and waved. Ben nodded at her.

      “Who’s your friend?”

      “Liz—Ben.” I gestured at both of them with my hand while pulling a smile from the bottom of my psyche.

      “Pleasure to meet you, Ben,” Liz laughed and pulled her scarf from under her black mane of hair.

      “Nice to meet you, Liz,” Ben returned a smile and shook her hand before he turned to me.

      “Actually, I need to get going. I’ll pick you up at five.”

      “Make it seven,” Liz interjected.

      I eyed her for a second.

      “I told you, prepare to work late tonight,” she explained with a grin.

      “Okay.” I didn’t know whom I was responding to. To Ben that it was ok if the picked me up, or Liz, that I would stay late.

      “See you,” Ben nudged my arm gently and walked away.

      Liz and I both watched him disappear through the entrance door.

      “Boyfriend?” Liz asked when Ben was out of sight.

      “Ex-boyfriend’s brother.” I didn’t look up.

      “Cute,” she observed after a minute of silence.

      I grimaced.

      Liz laughed at my expression knowingly and started walking.

      “Let’s get to work.” Her shoes clicked past the counter to the back of the room. “Lock the door, will you?”

      I did as she told me, mildly confused, and pulled the keys from my pocket on the way to the door, turned the sign to closed and rushed after her with a squeamish stomach.

      She was already standing at the counter with a fresh cup of coffee in her hand and an expectant smile on her face.

      Every step I took made me feel more uneasy than the one before.

      Trust Liz! I thought to myself. Was she the Liz I was supposed to trust?

      “Sit,” Liz patted one of the chairs.

      I stepped towards it slowly, the uneasiness becoming more pronounced. Would Ben be around in case I needed him?

      “Don’t be silly,” Liz commented on my hesitation, “I won’t bite.” She laughed again. “I am not the enemy here.”

      The moment I sat, Liz took a seat next to me. She put her cup down in front of her and turned to me with a serious face.

      “Okay,” she started. “I need to know everything that’s going on.”

      I eyed her for a moment, deciding whether or not to take Lucas Baker’s advice.

      “Trust me,” Liz said. “I am a guard. I can help.”

      “What?”

      Liz’ face spread into a laugh again as she took in my confused expression.

      “A few weeks ago, Lucas got in touch and asked for my help.”

      I eyed her for a moment.

      “Help with what?”

      “Help with lost powers.” Liz’ expression was suddenly serious and wistful.

      My stomach twisted. She must be the Liz.

      “Lucas told me everything you told him. He was well-aware that you were in trouble.”

      “What type of help did he ask for?”

      “The type of help only guards can give.”

      “What is a guard?”

      Liz took a deep breath before she spoke.

      “The Guard. An ancient organization entrusted with this world’s most sacred secrets.”

      I gave her a disbelieving look. “What?”

      “You know—angels and demons.”

      Liz smiled at my gaping face with honest amusement.

      “You are part of a secret organization.” I repeated.

      “—a secret organization which protects the secrets of angels and demons.”

      “Angels and demons?” I asked with a hint of distrust.

      The impressive Latina simply nodded.

      “There is a natural balance in this world. Good and evil are two sides of the same coin.”

      Before I could think about this statement, Liz continued.

      “The Guard is a secret organization. It is designed to protect the knowledge about angels and demons and keep it alive in case it is ever needed.

      “We are positioned in strategic locations around the globe, always ready to come to angels’ aid when they have problems starting off after transforming. Most angels have their families to pass on that knowledge, but every now and then there is one who is all by themselves.

      “We are there when angels have lost knowledge of their own kind’s history over generations.”

      My mind was trying to keep up with what she was telling me.

      “How many angels are there?” I wondered.

      She looked at me intensely, measuring my expression for a moment.

      “More than you could imagine, less than in the generation before us.” Liz answered with concern.

      I pondered her statement for a while. Lucas had said he had never met an angel, even though there had been several right under his nose. Maybe Liz had a similar experience.

      “Lucas said he never met one in person. How can you know the numbers? Angels don’t register, do they?”

      “They don’t.” She laughed. “There are other ways to know.”

      “We have a lot to talk about.” She got to her feet. “More coffee?”

      “Please.”

      A few minutes later, we were sitting with two mugs of steaming coffee, brooding over the recent events.

      “Lucas was guarding one of the most important locations in U.S.—Aurora, IL,” she continued. “Lucas told you the story about the history of Aurora? Not the version from the history books?”

      I nodded in wonder, remembering Lucas Baker’s story about Aurora’s special bookkeeper, the winged monster, and the first alliance between angel and human in order to bring the demon down. Liz was opening my eyes to how strong the network of believers and guardians of knowledge was.

      “Then you also know about the importance of the book the bookkeeper left behind.”

      My head bounced again.

      “Good.” Liz smiled. Then she fell silent for a moment.

      I waited for her to continue, anxious for what was about to come. I was excited to have someone to talk to, who was finally willing to give me information. Time was running out and Chris and I were none the wiser about how to get his powers back. And he more than needed them in this supernatural mine field around us.

      “I know about the Gallagers.” Liz’ face was suddenly serious.

      It made me even more anxious.

      “What exactly do you know?” I asked cautiously.

      “Christian, Jenna, Adam, and Benedict.” She eyed me carefully as she spoke each of the names. “They are all angels.”

      My heart picked up pace.

      “How do you know?”

      “Let’s say, we have our sources.” She put on a knowing expression. “Four in a town like Aurora, that’s quite a lot.”

      “Except for one of them is dead,” I corrected.

      “Tragic,” Liz commented. “How exactly did it happen?”

      I hesitated.

      “You know I already know he was your boyfriend. And you know you can trust me.”

      The way she spoke about him was too nonchalant for how it made me feel.

      “He was more than that.”

      “I know.”

      I gave Liz a summary of my time with Adam. Her face showed more and more concern as I mentioned the demons. Alabaster, who was dead. And Volpert, I shuddered, who was still out there biding his time until he would strike.

      The last thing I mentioned was Chris’ problem.

      “No matter what he does and how hard he tries, they just won’t show.”

      Liz watched the bubbles on her coffee swirl with the movement as she tilted her cup slightly to the side.

      “Lucas mentioned that. I did some research before I came here and there might be a way.”

      Her words were the best news I had heard in a while.

      “How—”

      “Meditation.” Liz’ answer was as difficult as simple.

      “Meditation?”

      “Exactly. You are Adam’s mark, that means you carry part of his soul, even though he is dead.” Her voice was strictly business. No space for pity. “You will meditate with him. You will guide him in the meditation until he reconnects with the part of Adam’s soul within himself.”

      

      Liz explained the whole process to me in detail. I sat, amazed by the depth of her knowledge and grateful for any hint that could help Chris.

      We were so deep in conversation that I didn’t realize how late it had gotten, when my phone buzzed.

      
        
        
        Waiting outside. Dinner is waiting.

      

        

      

      It was Ben’s number.

      “Go,” Liz instructed. “We’ll continue another time.”

      
        
        
        Coming.

      

        

      

      I texted back.

      “Thank you so much, Liz.” I couldn’t put into words what it would mean to all of us if her plan worked. “I’ll try to convince Chris to start right away.”

      Liz laughed. “Let me know how it goes.”

      She turned and grabbed a small leather book from inside her purse.

      “Next Thursday?” I asked.

      “Yes. I’ll need you for library duties.”

      “See you next week.” I waved over my shoulder on my way out.

      

      Ben was standing with his back facing the building, looking at the mostly empty street.

      “Hey,” I called as I made my way down the stairs.

      He was beside me within a heartbeat.

      “Hello, Claire.”

      “You know you didn’t have to pick me up.”

      “I know.”

      “Jaden could have come.”

      “I know.”

      We walked to my car, avoiding each others’ eyes. Our encounter from this afternoon was still thickening the air between us.

      “Are Jenna and Chris joining us for dinner?” I asked when I climbed into the car, dreading more alone time with Ben. I wasn’t sure I could trust myself anymore. Whatever it was I felt for Adam’s brother, things were getting complicated. I needed to figure this out before anything happened and our newly-found friendship was ruined.

      “They will.” Ben grinned. He naturally would know how I was feeling. It didn’t seem to bother him.

      “Don’t worry,” he added, as if he could read my thoughts, too.

      His hand reached over to touch mine in a reassuring gesture. All it did was send an electric current down my spine.

      Ben chuckled.

      “I’m sorry.” Why was I apologizing?

      Ben’s chuckle turned into a wide-spread smile and he sped the car into the evening traffic.

      It was a quiet ride. I was busy sorting my feelings and thoughts, and Ben was gentleman enough not to comment on what he perceived from me.

      It wasn’t before we turned the corner to the Gallagers’ house when I spoke again.

      “I have news regarding Chris’ problem.”

      I saw Ben’s face light up from the corner of my eye.

      Jenna was waiting at the door. She pulled me into a hug the moment we entered the house.

      Ever since she had shared her story with me, I saw her in a completely new light. She was the strong heart of the family. A loving, wise person. It was a little bit like having a mother again.

      “Hi, Mom.” Ben slid past us. “Claire has good news. Where’s Dad?”

      Chris was coming down the stairs just when Ben mentioned him. Antonio was at his heels, wagging his tail at the sight of us.

      “Wonderful. Shall we get to the dining room? Geoffrey promised Italian,” Jenna suggested and led the way.

      “Great.” Ben bounced after his father. “Claire has something to share we all want to hear.”

      “Is that so?” Chris asked curiously. His eyes showed a little more life than the past few times I had seen him.

      The table was beautifully set, with a draped tablecloth and flowers spreading from the center to each end in a line of orange and red. I had been at wedding banquets that were less beautifully decorated than this family dinner. A person who knew them mainly as warm, caring, supportive friends could so easily forget how exorbitantly rich the Gallagers were.

      I sat down after everyone else was settled. A slight shift forwards of my chair startled me when I sat.

      “Excuse me, Miss Gabriel,” Geoffrey’s voice came from behind me.

      I smiled at him over my shoulder. He was the family butler. Who knows how long he had been with the Gallagers. I was wondering how much he knew...

      “So, what’s the news?” Chris asked the moment Geoffrey had vanished through the door.

      All three remaining Gallagers were giving me an expectant look.

      There was something oddly satisfying about the fact that this time I was the one bringing new and valuable information.

      “Okay. I found out how Chris can get his powers back.”

      Before I could say anything else, Jenna was at my side, hugging me.

      “That’s wonderful.”

      Chris nodded and something similar to a smile formed on his lips.

      “It is. I only wish Jaden was here. He should hear this, too.” I said the words without thinking. A second later, Jaden was standing at my shoulder.

      “You called?” He practically chortled when he saw my reaction. I clapped a hand over my face.

      “You need to stop doing this, Jaden,” I muttered.

      Jaden ignored that and said breezily, “Now that we are all here, what’s so important I need to hear it right away?”

      Ben laughed and pulled out a chair for Jaden.

      “Claire knows how Chris can get his powers back.”

      “That’s great!” Jaden’s enthusiasm seemed real. “How?”

      I took a deep breath.

      “Meditation.”

      I waited for them to laugh. It had made sense when it had been Liz’ words, but coming from my mouth it suddenly sounded trivial—ridiculous.

      No one laughed. Three Gallagers and my guardian angel were all sitting there, staring at me, as if I had just enlightened them.
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      “Details, Claire.” Jaden was the first to react.

      “You all know how I still carry Adam’s mark—a fragment of his soul.”

      The four angels nodded in unison.

      “Well, apparently that’s the key.”

      “How?” It was Chris this time.

      “You marked Adam, when you spread your wings for the first time. When a person is marked, they transfer part of their soul to the angel. There is a part of him in you, too.”

      “We all know that,” Ben stated impatiently.

      “Yes, you do.” Jenna gave him a warning look. “Now let Claire continue.”

      “When the marked person dies in a wrongful way, the soul of the angel is unhinged. And when the angel loses touch with the fragment of the mark that’s still with them, they lose their powers.

      “We need to reconnect you with Adam’s soul, Chris.” I looked at him mildly victorious. “And I have the best odds of guiding you in the right direction, because part of his soul is in me, too.”

      “Of course,” Jaden leaned forward and thoughtfully fingered a crimson flower.

      “This sounds almost too easy,” Chris doubted.

      “Is it really possible?” Ben asked, his eyes on Jaden.

      Jaden nodded.

      “Chris is lucky, Adam marked Claire.” Jaden pulled the flower from the arrangement. “It’s an old technique. It rarely works if the angel works by themselves. But with having another part of Adam’s soul within Claire, the odds are in our favor.” He plucked another flower and laid the pair in front of him. “You should really give it a shot, Chris.”

      Jenna had a tear in her eye. “You’ll be fine.”

      Ben watched us for a moment. It was impossible to read his expression.

      Geoffrey entered with a tray of bread sticks elaborately wrapped with thin slices of prosciutto, and cut melon. I raised an eyebrow appreciatively. I couldn’t help thinking this was never how Sophie and I started dinners in our modest kitchen in our little house on our time-worn street.

      Between biting a slice of melon and lifting a bread stick, Jaden nudged my arm discretely.

      “Can I talk to you in private?” he demanded and got to his feet.

      His face was the opposite of enthusiastic. There was concern written all over it.

      “Excuse us for a moment,” he said politely and gestured me to come with him.

      I did as he asked, and followed him to the large living room across the hallway.

      “What?” I eyed him suspiciously.

      “Your theories about recovering Chris’ powers,” his face got dark. “Where did you get them?”

      I was surprised by his distrust.

      “Liz.”

      “Who is Liz?”

      “The new librarian,” I answered childishly. I felt uncomfortable with the way he interrogated me.

      “How does she know about those techniques?” Jaden’s voice was slightly alarmed now.

      “I thought you always knew everything. How come you don’t know about Liz?”

      “Claire, I am serious. How does she know?”

      I took a deep breath.

      “She’s a Guard.”

      I waited for Jaden to react but he just stared at me.

      “Jaden?”

      When he eventually unfroze, the alarm in his eyes was gone, but the concern was still there.

      “You know, after Lucas Baker was murdered, she took over the library. She says she is here to help. That Lucas reached out to her before his death.”

      Jaden waited for me to continue.

      “You have heard of The Guard, right?” I asked, now worried myself.

      “Of course I have.”

      Of course he must have come across them in his millennium-long life.

      “Jaden, is everything ok?”

      He nodded.

      “I need to check a few facts about this Liz. She must be part of the inner circle in order to have access to such knowledge. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it myself.”

      “She said, The Guard is there to help angels. That’s true, isn’t it?” I was suddenly worried I might have given away too much.

      “They are. If any human can be trusted with information, it’s them.”

      That relieved me a little bit.

      “How much does she know?” Jaden bore his golden stare into me.

      “Everything—about the Gallagers. Your name didn’t come up.” I tried to withstand his eyes. “She knew about the Gallagers before. I didn’t tell her. I just filled the gaps in the story. Shouldn’t I have told her? Lucas’ last instruction to me was to trust Liz, and I trusted him, so I thought...”

      “No, that’s fine,” Jaden interrupted. “Let’s go back. We’re being rude.”

      When we were seated at the table again, Ben gave me a questioning look.

      “Everything ok?” he asked over the flowers.

      “Everything fine.” I guessed that was the truth.

      My eyes widened as Geoffrey placed a steaming platter on the table. Ben winked at the butler and said, obviously for my benefit, “Geoffrey’s saltimbocca would be world-famous if he ever decided to share the recipe.” It was clear from the smiles around the table that there would never be any encouragement for that. Geoffrey bowed slightly and left the room, where silence reigned for a while as we all turned our attention to dinner.

      When we reached the stage of second helpings, Jenna took up the conversation again.

      “When shall we start?” she asked, her eyes wandering between Chris and me, her expression showing anxiety and urgency.

      “Uhm—I am ready when you are, Chris.”

      He hesitated a moment. “This upcoming Saturday.”

      Our eyes met and I saw commitment in his.

      “Let’s get your wings back.”

      

      It was late at night when we were finished talking. We had lingered over the dinner table long past dessert and through several coffees. I wondered how they all stayed so fit and healthy, with Geoffrey in their kitchen every day, but perhaps it was one of the angelic powers. I’d have to ask when I had the chance. The three Gallagers and Jaden had made a schedule for Claire-duty, making sure I was never unprotected. Jaden would take day-shifts at school, Ben and Jenna after school and weekends. Most of the night-shifts belonged to Jaden, but every now and then I would stay at the Gallagers’ overnight. It underlined my helplessness as an ordinary mortal, but it also threw the spotlight on Chris’ situation, unable to protect me or his family or even himself. It was good we were starting to work on it soon.

      “Ready?” Ben asked with his hands reaching out to me.

      I nodded.

      “Let’s get this over with.”

      The group consensus was that I should spend the rest of the week at their house. It would be easiest to protect me there and the others wouldn’t have to divert forces.

      It was Ben’s honorable job to teleport me to my house to pack my things. Jaden had taken off to find out more about the demons. He had mentioned a trail, and that made me worry even more.

      I knew it was only a matter of time till they would come and take us apart one by one. I shuddered.

      Ben grabbed my shoulders and I felt like being pulled through ice-cold water for a second as everything went black. I lost track of time and orientation. Then my feet hit the floor in my living room.

      I pulled away from him and rushed up the stairs. It was still awkward to be alone with him.

      Three nights. One schoolday. I needed to put together a bag that would last me that long.

      “Do you need any help?” Ben called after me. His footsteps were light and effortless as he was jogging up to my bedroom.

      “I think I have it under control.”

      I dove into my dresser drawers and pulled out random shirts.

      Ben was waiting right behind me, ready to catch whatever was flying towards the bed. He placed them neatly with my jeans and toiletries on the to-pack pile.

      “Are you sure you need all of these?” He pointed at the shirts.

      “Positive. These and something else.” I had to grin. “Turn around.”

      Ben raised his eyebrows.

      “Why?”

      I pointed at a drawer.

      “The moment I open this, I want your eyes facing the other direction. Observe whatever you find interesting on the opposite wall.”

      “You are embarrassed,” he noticed, reading my emotions.

      “Of course I am,” I admitted. “My underwear drawer is really none of your business.”

      Ben laughed and turned away.

      It took me less than a minute to put together everything I needed and stuff my things into a bag.

      “Done?” he asked and peeked over his shoulder.

      “Done.”

      I dropped the bag on the bed and turned towards the door.

      “I’ll be back in a moment. Just need to get something to drink quickly.”

      I rushed down the stairs and to the kitchen. The fridge was almost empty. I was rarely home and the fridge was a mirror of my absence.

      I found a soda between an expired yogurt and a bottle of soy sauce, and opened it.

      “Do you want anything?” I asked. I didn’t bother yelling. Ben would hear me with his supernatural senses.

      “No thanks.” The answer came from right behind me.

      I jumped.

      “Good. Because even if you had said yes, unless you enjoy drinking soy sauce, there is nothing I can offer.”

      Ben chuckled. It was a strangely compelling sound. It made me want to smile.

      I turned around and felt my lips twitch.

      Ben stood still. He was fairly close. Just a step away. The atmosphere in the room had changed completely.

      “We should go,” he said, unmoving.

      I nodded and gulped down the soda before I set down the open can on the counter with an outstretched arm.

      Ben watched me and waited for me to turn back to him. His smile was still in place.

      “Shall we?” He held out his hand.

      “My bag.” My eyes wandered up to the ceiling, as if they could see my room through joists and flooring.

      Ben reached for my hand with his fingers and gently pulled me towards the stairs.

      We walked up side by side. There was a familiar tension between us.

      “My bag is over there,” I pointed to my bed without thinking.

      Ben stopped me in the doorway. He disappeared for a heartbeat and popped up in front of me, my carry-on strapped over his shoulder.

      “Now we are ready.” His words didn’t mirror in his eyes. They were searching mine. I didn’t know what he found there, but whatever it was made him lower his gaze.

      I tried to read them, but they were hidden under his lashes.

      “Claire—” he took my hands.

      “Ben—” I tried to stop him from saying it.

      At the sound of his name his eyes looked back at mine, liquid steel.

      Ben knew how I felt. Even if he couldn’t read my mind, my emotions were an open book to his angel senses. Besides which he could probably hear my heart beating as loud as any drum.

      He gave me a brief smile, as if asking for a permission he knew he didn’t really need, and moved closer.

      His breath came as a quiet sigh before his lips brushed mine ever so slightly.

      It was a warm and soft touch. Controlled. Somehow I could tell that he was holding back, and I could understand.

      This was an experiment. For him as much as for me. I was one-hundred percent sure he could never be for me what Adam had been; but couldn’t he be right for me, all the same? Just for now? Did I have to make a choice?

      Ben’s hands were still holding mine, their touch so light, I couldn’t be sure I wasn’t just imagining it. It felt nice. Familiar somehow.

      Like Adam’s touch, the voice mocked. Nothing like Adam, I snapped back at it. The voice and I were both right, and I flinched away from the thought. Straight into Ben’s kiss.

      Eagerly, he responded by trapping my hands against his chest and pulling me in tight with his free arm. His lips pressed mine urgently. It was a mistaken response, but I felt a flood of heat anyway.

      What can you lose? the voice in my head murmured temptingly, and for once I just stopped thinking, giving myself over entirely to merely feeling.

      Ben moved his lips away from mine, moving them thrillingly along my jaw and down the side of my neck. He sank his hands into my hair and played with it down my back.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Ben breathed onto my skin, “I can understand if you’re not ready.”

      My breath was becoming uneven. I hadn’t planned for this. With everything that had happened, I couldn’t have seen this coming, that kissing another boy would feel right to me—if only for a minute.

      “No, I want to.” My fingers moved up his arms and behind his neck, to prove I meant it.

      Ben caught them before they reached his hairline.

      “You sure?” he asked, a hint of doubt written in his features.

      I nodded, not trusting my voice.

      He kissed me again. Carefully this time. Like he was waiting for me to change my mind.

      I wanted to be close to him. He made me feel better. But how will you feel when you wake up tomorrow and you know you made a mistake? The voice in my head started just in time to make me hesitate. I knew I would hate myself tomorrow if I continued now. I would feel bad—guilty. I already did.

      Ben felt the difference. He had seen it coming and he pulled back immediately.

      “I’m sorry.” I looked at the wall, not daring to meet his gaze. I didn’t want to see the disappointment I had caused.

      Ben let me go and stepped away.

      “I’ve got time,” he whispered. “Let me know when you change your mind again.”

      When I looked up, there was the hint of a smile on his lips.

      But I knew I wouldn’t. My heart and soul were Adam’s. Even if he was dead. I couldn’t help it, my heart beat for him—every single beat in remembrance of his existence.

      “Can we go, please?” I was embarrassed. Ben must have felt everything. He must know exactly how there was no way this would work.

      “Sure.”

      He took my hand and pulled me towards him. The next thing I saw was the familiar guest room.

      Jenna was pulling back the sheets. She didn’t seem startled by our sudden appearance, like she had been waiting for us.

      “Everything is ready,” she walked over and took my bag from Ben’s shoulder, eyeing the two of us carefully.

      I was wondering what she saw there in his and my emotions. Right now, I couldn’t even tell myself how I felt.

      “Good night, Ben,” I said when he turned to leave. “And thank you.”

      He paused and gave me a smile before he disappeared through the door.

      The sound of a zipper being opened called my attention.

      “Everything alright?” Jenna asked with motherly worry in her voice.

      “Sure.” I shrugged and walked over to sit on the bed.

      Jenna sat beside me.

      “He means well.”

      I pondered that for a moment.

      “You must understand, all his life he has been in the shadow of his older brother. And even now that Adam is dead, he loses against him.”

      Did I understand her right? Was Ben chasing me just to prove he could get something his brother had?

      “Don’t get me wrong. He loved his brother—he still does. And he suffers a lot. Adam was his idol. He is trying to figure out what man he wants to become.” Jenna’s face was between proud and worried.

      “What type of man do you think he is?” I wondered aloud.

      Jenna took my hand.

      “He is a boy. He is still undecided. But one thing I have seen when I look at the two of you together. His feelings for you are real.”

      I gulped. “What should I do?”

      “Give it time.” She smiled. “What you and Adam had was special. I doubt there is a person in the world who can replace him—”

      “That’s exactly how I feel,” I interrupted.

      “—but maybe replacing him is the wrong approach. Maybe you’ll find room in your heart for a new person without replacing your love for Adam.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Adam is dead. He didn’t leave you, he didn’t betray you. What he left behind is pure.”

      She was right. Not to forget, that a part of my soul died with him.

      “Hold on to that pureness. Don’t let anyone rush you. One day you may be healed enough to let someone new in.”

      Jenna stood up.

      “Sleep well, Claire.” She left the room without a sound other than the rustling of fabric rubbing against each other when she moved.

      “Good night.”
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      “Breathe—” I instructed.

      I was sitting on the floor of the Gallagers’ library, crosslegged and surrounded by hundreds of books. Chris was sitting across the room, near the window. He looked slightly uncomfortable.

      “Why again do we have to do this on the floor?” Chris asked with a crease in his forehead.

      “Liz said it is the best way.” I shrugged and took a deep breath myself.

      Chris’ shoulders were tense. I didn’t need to be able to read his emotions to know he’d rather be anywhere but here.

      “Come on, Chris,” I encouraged him. “You can do this.”

      The talk with Liz had given me new hope that Chris would get his wings back. We had sat in the library for a long time after closing hours. She had seen a lot. Her knowledge was vast and she had been very willing to help.

      I had talked to Jaden about it more. The secret organization Liz was part of, The Guard, was a collective of humans who were believers and had been passing on the knowledge about angels and demons from generation to generation. Lucas had inherited the book without title from one of them. He had reached out to Liz after I had told him an angel needed help.

      “So what exactly did she say I should do?” Chris sighed.

      “Breathe deeply several times to calm your pulse,” I instructed again.

      Chris inhaled deeply. I watched his chest rise and fall.

      “Close your eyes,” I closed my own eyes with Chris. A little break from the outside world would do both of us good.

      “Then, focus on your fingertips.” I felt my blood pulsing under my skin lightly. It was still a fast pulse. Nothing like the slow heart rate Liz had spoken of.

      I blinked quickly to check if Chris was still with me. He was. His shape remained motionless except for the slow movement of his chest. He looked almost peaceful.

      “Guide your attention up into your palms,” I said, and felt my hands lay heavy on my knees. “Up to your forearms, your elbows...”

      While I was describing the path we were routing our attention, my thoughts were wandering off.

      I saw Adam before my inner eye. His eyes were looking directly at me; like he was trying to burn me with his gaze. He was standing in a cloud of light which slowly vanished into him as if he was a dark void.

      It hurt for a second and I blinked my eyes open.

      Chris was kneeling beside me, his hands on my shoulders.

      “Are you alright, Claire?” he asked with a worried expression on his face.

      I nodded, ignoring the memory of the pain and the image which had caused it.

      “What happened? You were in pain...”

      I took a deep breath.

      “I thought of—him,” I explained, avoiding speaking his name.

      Chris sat down on his legs and measured my expression for a minute.

      I was back to focusing on my pulse. It was getting slower with every breath.

      “Shall we continue?” I asked and saw him get into position next to me.

      “Go,” he said.

      Once more, I guided our attention through our bodies until we reached the heart.

      I felt my heart beat evenly. Chris’ breathing beside me sped up a little. My eyes opened to check if he was okay.

      He looked relaxed, his features calm and his hands resting on his knees. What was different was his skin. There was just a hint of light on it. I couldn’t be sure it was coming from within him. It could have been the afternoon sun playing a trick on my eyes.

      “Okay, now try to identify the piece of your soul that doesn’t belong to you.”

      Liz had explained how it works, but the gist was to find the piece of the mark’s soul and re-bond with it. The death of a mark unhinges the soul of the angel to a degree that they can lose access to it. It sounded easy, focus on the piece and move it towards your own soul.

      We were sitting in silence for a while, Chris’ breath fast and slightly strained. It sounded like heavy work—not like the meditation it was supposed to be.

      His mouth began to twitch slightly and his skin now looked mildly luminescent. It reminded me of the way Adam’s skin had looked when he had spread his wings for the first time.

      A rush of energy ran through my spine. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. It felt like an electric current was running through me, making my every cell vibrate with life. I had never felt like this before.

      An image of Adam flashed through my mind. His features victorious and terrible. Not the Adam I had known. Why was my mind showing me this dark vision of him?

      There was a knock on the door.

      My eyes snapped open just in time to see Chris jump to his feet.

      “Come in,” he called.

      “Excuse me, Sir,” Geoffrey addressed Chris with a quiet step into the room. “Dinner is ready.”

      He shifted from foot to foot for a moment, as if he was uncomfortable to be there.

      “Mrs. Gallager asked me to come inform you. I am sorry if I disturbed you.”

      “It’s fine, Geoffrey,” Chris assured the butler. “We’ll be down in a minute.”

      Geoffrey bowed slightly and withdrew from the room.

      “Well, that went well,” Chris turned to me after the door closed.

      I smiled. In more than one way, I thought.

      “Same time tomorrow?” Chris asked as we were walking down the stairs.

      I nodded. We were on the right track. I could sense it. Chris already looked better after this one session. If we continued, this could be a breakthrough.

      

      The whole weekend had been an experiment to help Chris. Today was Monday. A normal school day. I went through classes, thinking mainly about ways to support Chris even better. And what intrigued me more about the meditation was that I had seen Adam again. There was a connection that had survived his death. He was with me—always.

      Maybe if I practiced, I would learn control over my feelings. Maybe I would be able to visualize him as he was. Beautiful and immortal. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt so much anymore.

      I watched the teacher scribble notes on the blackboard without interest, desperately waiting for the day to be over.

      Jaden was sitting in the row in front of me. His head was perfectly aligned with his straight back in an unnaturally upright way of sitting.

      Amber was watching him from two seats away. I shook my head. When would she let it go?

      It wasn’t long until the bell rang. I jumped up and rushed out of the building. I wanted to try meditating again. I needed to find out if this could be my way to heal.

      When I got to the parking lot, Jaden was already waiting for me, leaning against my car.

      “Hi there,” he greeted me and turned to the side, one hand reaching down to the handle of the door.

      “I thought I didn’t know you when we are at school,” I snapped at him.

      He stared at me for a brief second, then shrugged.

      “I guess, after Amber introduced us, it’s alright if we talk in public.”

      I couldn’t follow his logic. He had been the one who was all secretive about us knowing each other. Nobody would even think twice if they saw us talking. We were in the same classes.

      “Can I ride with you today?” he asked.

      “Uhm—ok.” He took me by surprise.

      Amber and Greg were hurrying to their cars. Greg waved. His face displayed concern. He nudged Amber in the side.

      Her glare left no guessing that she was unhappy Jaden was showing me  some attention. I waved at her and watched them disappear behind a row of cars.

      My eyes got caught there. Just behind the cars there was a row of trees on one side. Under one of those trees, a shadow was moving slowly towards the tree trunk.

      I shuddered. No, I told myself. No, he is dead. Stop hallucinating.

      Was my wish to see Adam, if only as a vision in my meditation, again playing tricks on my mind?

      You really ARE going insane, the voice mocked.

      “Are you alright?” Jaden’s voice tore me from my thoughts.

      I shoved the idea of Adam aside. It could have been anyone. It hurt. I wanted it so badly to be true—that he was out there. Looking out for me. The thought alone was comforting. But it was a lie and I wouldn’t lie to myself, just to be hurting even more when I finally admitted to myself that it wasn’t true. I was damaged enough as it was.

      “Yes,” I nodded at Jaden and got in the car. “Let’s go.”

      The ride to my house was quick. At the final traffic light before home I had to stop.

      “Are you enjoying your high school experience?” I asked into the silence. Jaden hadn’t spoken, and I was beginning to wonder why he had wanted to come with me in the first place.

      “It is interesting,” he commented without enthusiasm.

      I gave him a wary look.

      “But at least I can make sure that you are safe.”

      “You always have,” I looked at him for a brief second.

      Jaden averted his face. “Not like before.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t protect you the same way I used to.”

      I gave him a questioning look. “I don’t understand.”

      “My assignment has ended,” he stated.

      The traffic light turned green and I pushed down the gas pedal gently while looking at Jaden from the corner of my eye.

      “Still don’t understand.”

      He shook his head.

      “Claire, I am not officially guarding you any longer. I failed. They decided that it is time for me to move on.”

      I swallowed.

      “Why?”

      Jaden stared into the traffic for a while. The tension made my skin itch.

      “Were you assigned to someone new?”

      Still no answer.

      “Someone who needs you more than I do?” Someone who still has something to lose, I added in my mind.

      The golden orbs turned towards me the moment my heart exploded with pain. He looked at me for a second, full of concern. Then he turned back to face the car in front of us.

      “Will there be a replacement?” I tried another angle. If Jaden was assigned to watch over someone else, what would that mean for my own situation? Whoever it was he was protecting now, they were insanely lucky, and didn’t even know it.

      “It’s not that easy.” Jaden’s voice was strained, like he was trying to suppress emotions he didn’t want me to see.

      “All I can say is, I went back to school to be able to have a close eye on your safety.”

      We were almost at the Gallagers’ when I felt like asking one final question.

      “Will you give me all the answers someday?”

      A low chuckle escaped Jaden’s otherwise serious face.

      “I will.”

      

      Chris was waiting at the door, ready to pick up where we had left off. Jaden disappeared without another word. He didn’t say when or if he would return. That made focusing even more difficult than my lack of energy.

      I spent most of that day’s session worrying if I had lost Jaden, too. Chris didn’t notice. He had become so absorbed in the meditation. Ever since he had felt a tingle in his left palm, he was pro meditation.

      My presence helped. The more of Adam’s soul we could get in one room, the higher Chris’ chances of success.

      I was happy to help. To be able to contribute somehow. If I didn’t have any supernatural powers to share, at least my presence was useful to help Chris regain his.

      “Jenna and I will be out doing some research later,” Chis mentioned after a long session.

      I was hungry and tired, so I made my way down to the kitchen, hoping to find Geoffrey, and found Ben instead.

      He was handling various ingredients with an intense expression on his face.

      When he noticed me in the door, he dropped a sandwich onto a plate and rushed over.

      “I’ve been preparing dinner for you.”

      “That’s very kind of you.” I looked at the mess on the counter. “Where is Geoffrey?”

      “He has his day off.”

      We both nodded, acknowledging what that meant.

      “I am making grilled cheese,” Ben offered. “It’s almost edible.”

      I laughed involuntarily.

      He carried our plates to the dining area and beckoned me to sit.

      “So, how’s everything?” he asked as I bit into my sandwich.

      I chewed, picking my brain for an answer.

      “School is stressful, I am being hunted by demons, and on top of it all I need to eat this—” I gestured at my plate and laughed.

      Ben’s face lit up when he saw me smile.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you joke and laugh,” he noted.

      “Don’t get used to it,” I reigned in his enthusiasm. The dark cloud was still hanging there in my skies, ready to rain down on me any moment without warning. Jaden’s news was living proof.

      Ben watched me eat in silence and go back to a pensive mood before he started to clear the table.

      “Dinner was great,” I called after him before he disappeared around the corner to the kitchen.

      Only two minutes later, Ben popped up beside me in the dining area.

      “Grilled cheese and salad? Please,” he mocked his own cooking achievement.

      “Honestly, I enjoyed it.”

      “The best part was the company.” Ben’s eyes were a little too serious.

      We were alone in the big house, except for Antonio, who was sleeping peacefully on his pillow in the corner of the room.

      I watched the chocolate brown dog’s chest rise and fall. When had I last had a peaceful sleep like that?

      “Are you tired?” Ben guessed, as he saw the look on my face.

      I nodded. I was. School finals were coming up, all the meditation with Chris, the fear of the demons, the dreams about Adam; it was more than any normal human being could handle at the same time.

      “Jaden was supposed to stay with me for the night,” I informed Ben.

      Ben’s face fell a little at my words.

      “Ok then.” He looked disappointed. “I thought you would stay here tonight.”

      “I might after all.” Who knew if I could still count on Jaden after what he had shared earlier. He might be busy saving his new fosterling.

      “Your things are still here,” Ben encouraged me.

      It wasn’t much later when I fell into bed in the guest room.

      Sleep came upon me the second I closed my eyes. School and helping Chris with meditation, had drained the last drops of energy I had left.

      The light fell through the door in a strange angle and tinted the room in a surreal color spectrum. I lifted my hand and observed my skin as it turned translucent where it touched the beam of light.

      As I shook my head in wonder, a shape at the other end of the room, where the light couldn’t reach, moved in the darkness.

      “Hello?” my voice carried through the space between us effortlessly. The shape turned and his face became visible.

      My heart skipped a beat. It was the most beautiful face in the world. His eyes as light green as ever, his lips curved into the half-smile I loved so much. But there was something off about his appearance. Something was very different from the Adam I had known.

      My legs carried me towards him before I could think. A few quick strides and I was close enough to touch him.

      “Adam,” my voice came without my permission. I felt my lips returning his smile.

      He radiated from inside. Not the way I remembered it when he was spreading his wings. White and bright and beautiful. There was something dark about the way he reflected. It was, as if the light wasn’t his. It was stolen.

      After a while staring into each other’s eyes, Adam reached out his hand and wrapped it around my translucent fingers. The second our skin touched, a wave of heat seared through my body. It kicked in like a stimulant. Like adrenaline. My heart started racing and I was suddenly very aware of everything surrounding me. Including the body which was laying behind Adam. It was limp and facing downwards.

      The bedroom was dark when I woke drenched in sweat. My hands were shaking.

      A silhouette was sitting on the side of my bed. It took me a moment to calm down and take a closer look.

      “Sorry I didn’t come earlier,” Jaden’s soothing voice touched my ears. “Bad dream?”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. I was still upset that he hadn’t shared more information with me earlier. That he hadn’t told me if I could still count on him.

      So, I sat quietly and waited for the adrenaline to leave my system.

      “Do you still want answers?” he asked into the darkness.

      His hand reached out to stroke my face.

      “Yes.”

      “What exactly do you want to know?”

      I fidgeted with my blanket. Everything.

      “Let’s start with, how long have you been unassigned from me?”

      “Since the day I nearly lost you to the demons. The day Adam died.” Jaden’s voice was cautious.

      “But, that’s an eternity.” At least it felt like it. Every day was an eternity of pain without Adam.

      Jaden moved closer when he heard the alarm in my voice.

      “Calm down, Claire.” He took my hand and pulled me into his arms. “I’ve been there when ever you’ve needed me. I always will be.”

      He kissed my forehead and pulled me even closer into his embrace. His presence alone made me relax.

      We were sitting in the darkness while I was trying to make sense of his behavior. What was going on in this ancient mind of his?

      After what felt like a long time, Jaden shifted.

      “I’m surprised how much you are like her.” His voice sounded bittersweet. The tone of it took me by surprise as well as the meaning of his words.

      “What do you mean?” I asked into his chest, cautiously. “Like who?”

      The only answer I got was a low chuckle and then he was gone from my bed. I couldn’t tell if he was honestly amused or if it was the blackest of sarcasm.

      I had never heard such a laugh from Jaden. It was disturbing. There was something wrong.

      “Where are you, Jaden?” I turned to the side, following the sound of his laugh. “Don’t play games with me.”

      The laugh vanished and I heard a soft whoosh rising beside me.

      “Come on, Jaden—please.” I was starting to get nervous. I got out of bed and stood in the darkness for a minute, trying to make out Jaden’s location.

      “Jaden. This is not funny.” I spoke into the blackness around me.

      “Oh, I think it is,” Jaden’s voice said from closer behind me than I had expected. It was a low, cold breath on my neck. I shrieked quietly and wanted to turn around as I felt a hand pressing down on my shoulder, preventing me from turning.

      “It’s ironic.”

      Panicking completely, I flung my hands up and tried to free myself.

      A second hand slung around my waist, pulling my body back towards his.

      Unable to move in his grip, I opened my mouth and bit into his fingers with all force.

      “Ouch!” Jaden gasped into my hair.

      I had never experienced Jaden like this. He was like a different person. Like someone had switched off all his self-control.

      He freed me from his arms and pushed me to the floor with a hard hit on my back. My wrists hit the hard wood as I tried to catch my weight so I wouldn’t fall onto my face. But before I could feel the full weight of my body resting on my arms, two hands grabbed my shoulders and turned me around.

      “Jaden!” I hissed at him. “What’s wrong with you?”

      I struggled, trying to free my feet; but the more I fought the harder his force became.

      He was kneeling over me, pinning me down against the floor with one hand at my throat, the other one holding down one of my arms.

      I used the chance and hit him in the face with my free hand.

      “Jaden. Get. Off. Me.” I coughed as the air started to get stuck in my throat.

      The impact of my fist seemed to get his attention. He stopped for a few seconds—enough for me to free my second arm and remove his hand from my throat.

      I gasped for air.

      “Jaden, what is wrong with you?” I choked.

      “Wrong,” he repeated the word as if musing. “How long have I been waiting—” His eyes started to glow over me; two golden orbs in the darkness.

      “Waiting for what?” I panted, unclear of how much danger I was in.

      “I should just kill you myself,” he whispered.

      “What?” I wasn’t sure if I could trust my senses.

      Ben would hear us. He would come and help.

      “I can’t protect you. I shouldn’t.” He laughed darkly.

      “I don’t understand.” I felt as if lightning had just struck me in the head.

      “There is no point in protecting you now.” The hardness in his voice emphasized the meaning of what he was telling me.

      “Jaden—what are you talking about?” I tried to sit up and crawl out from under him.

      Where was Ben when I needed him?

      “I am lost, as are you.” His voice was dull and hopeless.

      I blinked, uncomprehending.

      “Jaden—” My voice was shaky.

      “You are Agnes Hall’s granddaughter,” he stated the simple fact with an unreadable expression on his face, and got to his feet, suddenly letting go of me.

      The clouds outside drifted away and revealed Jaden’s face with a beam of pale light. He looked undecided, his eyes fixed on me, his body frozen in place.

      I didn’t move, too surprised by what was happening.

      After a long pause, Jaden finally moved.

      “I made a bargain, Claire,” Jaden said, his face unreadable. “You are my last chance.”

      He offered a hand to help me up. I didn’t take it, not trusting the situation.

      “But—I—” I struggled for the right words. “How? What?” I pushed myself up and straightened until I was standing beside him.

      “You are my last chance to redeem myself.”

      He looked away. His face was nothing like before. He seemed embarrassed and a little bit in pain.

      I studied him frantically, not sure whether to be afraid or not.

      He turned back to me, staring with a familiar intensity. It was the same look I had seen so many times in his eyes. Burning. Caring. The way the Jaden I knew had always looked at me.

      “You are my last chance to redeem myself, Claire,” he repeated.

      “Jaden—” I tried. “Would you please explain?” My fear evaporated and I allowed myself to sink into his gaze.

      “I made a mistake in 1947,” Jaden started. “Everything began with my assignment to a new fosterling. The last one had died of old age after a full and happy life. He had had a beautiful, loving wife, two sons, and two granddaughters, and he was ready to go.” Jaden smiled at the memory of a peaceful ending.

      “I got my next assignment right away. A little girl had been born—too early to survive healthily. I rushed to her aid immediately.

      “Her mother was exhausted from giving birth, and the girl was barely alive...,” he mused into the silence. “But there was something about her that made it clear she wanted to live. She was tough. Her tiny lungs barely capable of breathing, her heart beating weakly, but her will as strong as iron, even then.

      “I had to save her. I didn’t think—I just did it.” Jaden paused for a moment, watching my expression.

      “The baby girl grew into a smart kid, always curious about the world around her and more perceptive to the invisible forces of good and evil than any human I had ever seen before.

      “She grew into a young woman. Beautiful and courageous. She had a mind of her own and didn’t abide by any rules society dictated back then.” He marveled at the memory. “She was a free spirit.”

      I watched him gaze into the distance for a few moments before he continued.

      “It was the first time I caught myself having feelings for a mortal. The type of feelings we are forbidden.” He lowered his head, shame in his features.

      “I didn’t mean to. She just was so overwhelmingly beautiful. Inside and out. She had the purest soul I had ever seen. And I was her guardian angel. I had excuses to be near her, to check in on her.

      “I didn’t realize what was happening until it was too late. One night, she almost died. She got caught in the current of the river.”

      I was listening to his words, waiting for the point where he would explain why he thought it would make sense to kill me.

      “I revealed myself. After saving her from the water, I stayed with her to make sure she would be fine. She saw me, she realized who I was, and she asked me to stay with her.

      “And I did. I couldn’t deny her anything. She was the center of my universe. And I was craving for her attention, for her acknowledgment, just like a teenage boy, and I wanted to be with her. I loved her.”

      Jaden’s eyes glowed ever so slightly.

      “Her name was Agnes,” he smiled a pained smile. “Agnes Hall.”

      I gasped.

      “You were in love with my grandmother?” I coughed. I couldn’t believe it.

      “Agnes liked me. Not the way I liked her—loved her—but enough to want me around. And I stayed. As long as she wanted me.”

      Jaden made a long pause. I was beginning to wonder if I would hear the rest of the story when he took a deep breath and continued.

      “Remember Jenna said she had seen me argue with Agnes?”

      I nodded, vividly recalling Jenna’s coldness when I had introduced Jaden. She had witnessed an argument between my grandmother and my guardian angel.

      “That was the day I tried my luck. I kissed her.” He touched his lips with his fingertips absently.

      “I stole one single kiss. And that’s all. I knew it wasn’t right. That I shouldn’t be in love with a human. But I couldn’t help it. And she suffered from my mistake.”

      His voice grew darker.

      “I put her in danger with my selfishness. All I wanted was to experience love once. I had felt love—but only second-hand through my fosterlings. I had watched countless times when they had fallen in love. I wanted to feel it and understand it. And it was my turn—Agnes was my chance.”

      He fell silent.

      “What happened, Jaden?” I asked. “Why did you fight?”

      He measured my expression for a moment and sighed.

      “I was replaced.”

      I didn’t understand.

      “What do you mean—replaced?”

      “I was assigned to a new fosterling. Someone who needed my full attention.” Jaden had leaned against the wall. He looked at me, his golden eyes full of pain.

      “Agnes got a new guardian angel. The fight happened when I told her I was leaving. My wish to experience love, to feel human, had hurt her, and there was nothing I could do about it.”

      I swallowed, tasting the bitterness in his words.

      “Why would you want to kill me?” My voice was toneless.

      He looked up at me, his face unreadable. But his mouth didn’t open to speak.

      “Jaden?” I tried.

      He sighed and his head dropped down.

      “Since your grandmother, I haven’t managed to protect one single fosterling.”

      I gave him a questioning look.

      “All of them died an untimely and unnatural death,” he explained. “It is as if I am cursed.”

      He looked desperate.

      “What good does it do trying to protect you, Claire? I’m going to fail you anyway. You will get killed because I can’t protect you. And I won’t redeem myself—again.”

      “Redeem yourself?” I wanted to know.

      He smiled a half-smile.

      “I broke the rules, Claire. As a guardian angel, the top rules are to never reveal yourself to a mortal unless it is an emergency, and never fall in love. And the odds are not in my favor when you look at my history.” He gave me a meaningful look.

      “We need to stay neutral in order to see the fosterling’s path. To know when their time has come and to be able to let go.”

      I was listening quietly, not daring to interrupt his words out of fear they would cease if I threw in one of the many questions that were taking shape inside my head.

      “When I almost lost you, I was called in to be reassigned to someone else. They didn’t trust me after all that had happened. But I couldn’t bring myself to leave you. I couldn’t hand you over to someone new.

      “Claire, I haven’t been neutral since the day your grandmother looked at me and saw me for what I am. It’s like a curse. And I need to protect you—guide you through your life until your time has come. I owe it to Agnes.” Jaden’s face was apologetic. Pleading, almost.

      “So I made a bargain. I can keep protecting you, but in return, I loose all my guardian angel privileges. I can’t feel you like before. I need to be close to you in order to know how you are.”

      His hand balled into a fist and he shook his head in frustration.

      “There is more, isn’t there?” I finally spoke. I could see it in his eyes. In the pained expression his features were holding.

      “Jaden, what is it?” I pushed.

      “I had to give up all of my guardian angel privileges.” He repeated. This time his words had a new meaning.

      “If I fail, I can’t ever return home.”

      “Home?” I asked.

      “Home—” He nodded. “Home, the light, heaven, whatever you want to call it.”

      My heart sank.

      “Jaden, what have you done?”

      He merely smiled.

      “I did the right thing. You are Agnes’ granddaughter. It is a gift that I am allowed to protect you. It’s worth any punishment if I fail.”

      He stepped towards me with outstretched arms and pulled me into his embrace.

      “But you are more than that to me,” he breathed into my hair.

      I waited for more to come, but he remained silent. I wrapped my arms around him, wanting to comfort him. If I’d had any idea how much he had suffered, what he had risked to be here with me...

      Jaden let go of me.

      “Now you know everything.”
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      When I got out of the car, my eyes fell on a small purple flower that had nudged its way out of the soil.

      Mom’s favorite flower had been the crocus, I remembered with a pang. She used to say that when the crocuses appeared, we could be certain of spring. Spring and hope, I thought, although I wasn’t sure there was any hope for me. But at least I could hope for Jenna, Chris, and Ben. That their lives would get better after the demons eventually eliminated me.

      I bent down and picked the flower from the still brownish-green lawn. It would look nice on Adam’s grave. I hadn’t been there since the funeral. It was time I confronted myself with it.

      With a sigh, I straightened up and carried the purple blossom into the house.

      I would stop by the graveyard on the way to the Gallagers’ later, I promised myself, while I placed it in a small glass of water, and headed up to my room.

      I let myself drop to the floor the minute I entered my bedroom.

      My heart was racing in my chest from sprinting up the stairs. I took a deep breath to calm down and closed my eyes.

      My hands felt heavy as they were resting on my knees, palms facing upwards.

      Relax, I commanded, but my body wouldn’t listen. The chance of seeing Adam’s face—to feel him, if only in my imagination—made me fussy.

      I tried counting backwards from a hundred. That did the trick. By the time I reached seventy, I was breathing evenly, and when I reached sixty, my mind felt able to focus.

      When I reached forty, my palms started getting warm. I directed my attention there, trying to understand what was happening.

      The skin beneath my fingers felt different. It felt as if I was touching a warm body. The warmth was getting more intense as I focused on my left hand.

      The warmth grew into a heat. It was slowly spreading along my forearm, up my upper arm, and then across my chest.

      It felt like pure energy was consuming my quiet meditation.

      Just a minute later, Adam’s light green eyes were staring at me from inside my head.

      They were as perfect and beautiful as always; but they were ice-cold.

      I shuddered. It had worked. I had successfully conjured up Adam’s image. It was an image of him that was far from how I remembered him. There was no sign of love in his eyes, no caring in his features.

      Just a second later he was gone. I opened my eyes and waited for my head to clear.

      The heat in my chest disappeared within a few moments, almost as fast as it had appeared.

      What was going on? I had to ask Jaden about this. And Liz.

      A glance at my alarm clock told me it was time to get to the Gallagers’. I unfolded from the floor and slowly got to my feet, feeling slightly dizzy as I was straightening into an upright position.

      Ben would pick me up. He had volunteered last night.

      I still wasn’t sure what to make of Ben, Ben’s behavior, and my reaction to Ben’s behavior. Maybe it was just self-preservation speaking, but I felt better when I was with him.

      All the hostility, the coldness he had shown towards me the first few times I met him, had been a sophisticated mask.

      He had seen me for who I really was—Adam’s downfall. He had known I would be the reason his brother would get killed, and he didn’t particularly like me for that. Which was still better than the way I felt about it—I despised myself for being weak. I had been weak when I had insisted on being with Adam, on going to that cursed pool hall where he got killed, and I was being weak again, allowing myself to enjoy Ben’s company.

      If anything, I deserved to be miserable for the rest of my life.

      Ben saw that a little differently. He had forgiven me. Despite the role I had played in his brother’s death, he had developed feelings for me. The selfish part of me kept encouraging his attempts. But the Claire who knew better kept reminding me that I was a monster. I had basically killed Adam. If things were to continue the way they were, Ben would be next.

      I was a magnet for disaster. My hands flapped over my face as I wiped away a tear.

      It wouldn’t be long now and I didn’t want Ben to find me a mess.

      If he felt how I was feeling, he would be in pain. And I couldn’t inflict more aches on the second Gallager son than I already had.

      The doorbell tore me from my thoughts. It was time to put on another show, to appear okay, sane, happy.

      I slowly made my way downstairs to let Ben in.

      But it wasn’t Ben who was waiting on the other side of the door with a charming smile playing on his face.

      Jaden took a quick step across the threshold, leaving his smile outside the door.

      “You look terrible,” he commented and pulled me into a hug.

      His arms were like a remedy to my pain. Within a second, my heart was lighter and I felt at ease.

      “Will it ever get better?” I asked into his chest.

      A long silence followed my question, with Jaden pulling me tighter being the only sign that he had heard me.

      I knew it was a no. It wouldn’t. Ever. And I was okay with it. I had come to terms with the emptiness and the craving to fill it. It had become part of who I was now.

      After a while, Jaden let go of me and closed the door behind him.

      “Are you ready?” he wanted to know.

      I tilted my head. “Ben was supposed to pick me up.”

      “Ben is home,” Jaden explained.

      “Why?”

      “Change of plans,” Jaden said without giving further details. “We will take your car.”

      “Okay—” I was waiting to see if there was more coming, but it was all he would share for now.

      Jaden grabbed my coat and held it out for me.

      “Thanks.” I slid into the warm fabric and turned to get the little flower from the kitchen.

      “Can we stop by the graveyard?” I asked as I returned with the fragile, purple blossom.

      Jaden looked at me for a moment.

      “I haven’t visited Adam’s grave,” I explained.

      Jaden nodded, his eyes full of pity and a second emotion I couldn’t identify.

      “But only for a few minutes. As I said, there was a change of plans.”

      Now I gave him a questioning look.

      “I have information to share.”

      “Anything you want to share now?” I tried.

      “I recently came across a piece of information which I want to share with all of you.” He sounded serious.

      “I will share when we are all together at the Gallagers’.” He put on a knowing expression and led the way to my car.

      I followed, the flower securely in my hands.

      I didn’t push him to tell me more. Ever since that night at the Gallagers’ I saw him in a completely different light. He had given up everything just for the chance to protect me. It was personal for him. He wouldn’t let anyone else take on that responsibility.

      Jaden was already in the driver’s seat when I got to the car.

      “I guess you’ll drive,” I muttered while climbing into the passenger seat.

      Jaden eyed me for a moment before he started the engine.

      “Graveyard,” I reminded him as we were rolling into the traffic.

      He nodded. Something in his expression screamed worry.

      “Is there anything wrong?” I tried.

      Jaden looked straight ahead, his eyes unblinking.

      A car cut into the street right in front of us.

      My body slammed into the safety belt as Jaden hit the break. His hand flung itself onto my chest, holding me in place as he cursed under his breath.

      I coughed and my pulse climbed to a flutter more than a steady beat.

      Dangerous scenes in traffic did this to me, ever since my parents’ car accident.

      “Are you alright?” He turned to me and measured my expression while slowly accelerating the car to normal speed.

      My hands were clutching the little flower violently. They had mangled it to a point where it wouldn’t stay straight.

      I didn’t answer. Instead I let my head sink and hid in my scarf until Jaden pulled up at the cemetery.

      “Ready?” Jaden asked, his face cautious and a little bit sympathetic.

      It took me a minute before I could speak.

      “Yes.”

      I opened the door with shaking fingers. My legs were slow and heavy as I set them on the ground. The rest of my body seemed similarly reluctant to face the proof of Adam’s death.

      His gravestone was all that was left of him in this physical world. The gravestone and the pain in my chest.

      Jaden was at my side within a heartbeat.

      “Shall we?” he asked, and I nodded in return.

      We were walking along the gravel path side by side. The Fox River had just come into view behind the trees, when Jaden turned to me.

      “I’ll give you a minute.”

      “Thank you,” I mumbled and glanced at the reflections on the river in the distance. I was anything but ready. He didn’t have to see this. “I won’t be long.”

      “I’ll be waiting at the gate.” He touched my arm once in encouragement and walked back.

      

      Without knowing how my feet had carried me there, I found myself standing in the center of the graveyard, under the willow. Its branches were the strange green-gold color of early spring. A new season was being put into place by Mother Nature. I knew it hadn’t touched me yet. All I felt was the cold emptiness that hadn’t left me since the day Adam had died.

      It had become bearable, through all my friends it had become endurable; but the cuts in my soul had never really healed and the barbed wired hadn’t stopped tearing through my insides on a regular basis. I was incapable of love. I couldn’t just move on and fall in love again, the way I was supposed to. I was incapacitated by the loss, and a month or two or even three wouldn’t change that. Maybe not even an entire lifetime would be enough to make me forgive myself and to make me forget about the unique thing Adam and I had had.

      I looked around. A light breeze made the branches of the willow wave around me, quietly. The stone angel was standing, as always, in silent beauty. I felt oppressed by it. I wasn’t in the mood for quiet peace. I was in the mood to scream, to fight, to hurt. I was in the mood for self-destruction. My inner pain was peaking inside me, and I felt incapable of forcing myself to calm down once more. I was sick of all this artificial sedateness. I wanted to let all the feelings rush through me—over and over again. I wanted to be sure Adam hadn’t been a dream. I wanted to feel, at least, what little of him remained with me. The wounds in my heart were bleeding anyway, every second of every day. There was no way I would force myself to ignore them—not even with my friends around me. Not even with other angels trying to keep the worst at bay.

      A hand on my shoulder made me jump.

      “Jaden!” I flinched from his touch.

      His blond hair waved in the breeze above his young face, like the branches of the willow. His eyes were normal—not glowing in any way.

      “I felt something. I don’t think it’s safe for you to be here.”

      I shook my head at him, indicating that I was unwilling to turn around now that I had finally made it to the graveyard.

      His face showed a little warmth as he stepped to my side, putting one arm around my shoulder. “Then at least let me stay with you.” He pulled me close to his side. The touch of his hand didn’t take the pain away.

      “Do you see anything dangerous nearby?”

      He held his breath for a second and I felt him tense beside me.

      “Yes.”

      I couldn’t help but mirror his tension.

      “What is it?” I asked in little more than a whisper.

      Jaden remained silent for another endlessly stretching second before he turned to me and bent down to whisper in my ear.

      “It’s them.”

      I froze in place. So, they had finally decided to come back for me. I had known this was inevitable, that it would come sooner or later; but as much as I had been aware of the danger, I still wasn’t prepared to face them, nonetheless. I wasn’t prepared, but I had to face them. I wanted to. I needed to. It probably was my one and only chance to look Adam’s murderers in the eyes.

      “I’ll take us away.” Jaden put his other arm around my shoulders.

      “No!” I almost shouted.

      “But I can’t protect you here,” Jaden protested.

      “I don’t want protection.” My mind was settled. I knew what I wanted. No life rather than the continuous pain from my wounded heart and soul.

      Jaden didn’t get the chance to teleport us away when the first dark shapes stepped out of the shadows of the trees. They were too far away for me to recognize them. I heard Jaden inhale in shock. His eyes were wide open and focusing on one of the silhouettes.

      “No,” he hissed, his face turning all dark with anger.

      “What is it?” I whispered, trying to see what he saw, but my human eyes were too weak to follow his gaze to where he was looking.

      Jaden took a quick step forwards, planting himself in front of me. I couldn’t see past him.

      “Jaden.” I tore at his sleeve like a little girl. “Jaden, what the hell’s wrong?”

      “Hell pretty much describes what’s up,” he said to me over his shoulder in a low voice.

      “Good evening, Jaden, Claire,” a deadly cold voice sounded from the far end of the graveyard. I knew the sound of it. It was perfectly smooth, emotionless. My mind instantly drew up pictures of a man dressed in black with a blond ponytail.

      “Volpert,” I whispered into Jaden’s back. His head moved an inch forward, as if he was nodding to himself.

      “The one and only,” Volpert’s voice carried towards me.

      Of course he could hear me across the graveyard. I shouldn’t be surprised by things like that anymore.

      “Step aside, Jaden,” he continued, and I heard footsteps on the gravel path, moving closer to where we were standing under the willow. “We honestly don’t have any intention of hurting you...unless—”

      Jaden snorted lowly. His shoulderblades moved with the sound like they had a mind of their own.

      “I give you ten seconds,” Volpert informed us.

      One. I knew he wouldn’t mind taking Jaden down first—two—if he gave him a reason. Three. I couldn’t let him die. Four. Adam had died—five—because of me—six—not this good person—seven—this angel—eight—this man, too. Nine—

      I took a quick step to the side and several strides forwards, positioning myself slightly closer to the demon than Jaden was.

      He looked exactly as I remembered him. His ponytail was quivering with the movements of his head, which followed my movements. His body was wrapped in a stylish black suit, too clean and sterile for the scene.

      “So you value your guardian angel’s life more than your own?” An icy laugh accompanied the words as they escaped Volpert’s mouth.

      “Claire, no!” Jaden didn’t whisper. His voice was both shocked and determined, his face still angry with worry creasing his forehead.

      “I won’t let you get yourself killed,” I explained to him.

      “I won’t let you sacrifice yourself,” he replied coldly.

      “If you will honor me with you attention for a while...” Volpert interrupted our discussion with surreal politeness.

      I looked to the ground, evading Jaden’s accusing eyes.

      Volpert turned back, gesturing to one of the shadows behind him. “Come to me, my son.” He lifted one arm, virtually embracing the person moving towards him with hesitating steps. “It’s time for your revenge.”

      The shadow moved closer, making practically no noise on the gravel. I watched him gliding to Volpert’s side in elegant strides.

      “Take your time, son,” Volpert encouraged the black-dressed shadow.

      It seemed like time was starting to move backwards and I couldn’t watch him coming closer anymore. I knew that my time had come, that my last minute had begun, that I could start counting down the seconds until he would kill me. I looked back down to the ground, examining the gravel to distract myself, to keep Jaden from sensing my hysteria, and started counting.

      When I was down to eighteen and I was still standing, I finally decided to look up again. I wanted to face the person who would kill me, I wanted to know who would be the one bringing death to me. My eyes glided up and I froze, rooted to the spot, unable to move, to think, to breathe, to...

      A pair of light green eyes was staring back at me, piercing and cold. I couldn’t blink to break the connection, however hard I tried. My heart was racing at a critical pace—I was positive it was about to break from the strain.

      The black-dressed man took a few more steps towards me, his eyes never releasing mine.

      “Finally,” he said in a voice I almost didn’t recognize—so much time had passed since I had last heard it, so many times had I imagined the sound of it speaking to me; how much had I longed for the sound of it.

      “I’ve waited a long time to see you.” The voice was so cold, it sent shivers down my spine and made my hair stand up on my neck.

      My mouth was hanging open, and I had no control over my body right now—I was caught in this moment of shock, petrified by the simple fact, that I saw a dead person standing in front of me. I had seen him die, I had seen him being buried, I had suffered through all the loss, all the grief—and yet, he was standing there, obviously alive, fixing me with his green eyes, his perfect features dead and cold, his handsome face expressionless, his gorgeous body tense and flexing for the strike.

      Breathe, I told myself. I had to be hallucinating. Facing death was supposed to do such things to people.

      I blinked several times, but he didn’t vanish. On the contrary—every time I reopened my eyes he seemed to have moved closer. I could see his features clearly now. They were set in hard lines, determined.

      Jaden shifted behind me. I heard the gravel crunch under his feet as he moved.

      “Tell your little pet-angel goodbye.” Adam’s voice penetrated my mind, my thoughts, my heart, like a dagger piercing through all the layers of myself. Before I could grasp the meaning of his words, he had closed the space between us in a few strides too fast for my eyes to see him move.

      I stumbled back as he appeared right in front of me, his eyes unfocused, like he was looking through me. I had seen this gaze only once before—the evening he had died, before we had left the house, when he had told me he could see my soul. He had had an edge of greed in his eyes I had never seen before.

      The way he was looking through me now was more intense. The greed wasn’t only an edge—it was dangerously pronounced, it was potent.

      Adam lifted a hand to the height of my heart, the palm directed at me. “Goodbye, Claire.” He almost whispered icily with a cruel half-smile on his lips, his eyes refocusing on mine for a second.

      “NO!” Jaden screamed from behind me. A second later, he was behind Adam, his arms at his throat.

      Adam struggled in Jaden’s grip, growling wildly.

      “Let go of him, angel, or I will kill you,” Volpert called from somewhere behind them.

      “No,” I found my voice. “Please, don’t... Don’t kill him,” I said, without knowing whom I meant—Volpert kill Jaden or Jaden kill Adam.

      I took a step back and inhaled deeply to steady myself. “Let him go, Jaden. He won’t hurt me.”

      Jaden snorted darkly, tightening his grip on Adam, whose eyes were unfocused, still looking through me, vicious. “He will suck your soul out.”

      “He won’t.” I shuddered as I recognized the unlikeliness of my words.

      Jaden eyed me for a second, as if he was probing if I was being serious. I was.

      But this single small second was enough for Volpert to sneak up on him and detach him from Adam. Now Jaden was struggling in Volpert’s grip. His face was angry, the fury directed at me.

      “How can you be so naive?” he said flatly.

      Volpert sneered at me over Jaden’s shoulder, talking to Jaden. “You know, first I wanted to kill you, but now I’m pretty sure I want to see you suffer a little before you die, and the best way to ensure your suffering, is making her suffer—” He nodded at me. “—to let her die slowly, painfully. How many of your fosterlings have you lost by now?” The demon stroked through Jaden’s blond hair, as if to comfort him. “Such an unlucky guardian you are—never been able to protect the ones you should.” He shook his head, played gloom in his face. “One more or less won’t matter, will it?”

      All the while he talked, Volpert never took his eyes off me, like he was enjoying how I was standing there, petrified with fear.

      “Go ahead, son,” Volpert said, directing his attention back to Adam, encouraging him, as he pulled the struggling angel in his grip further back, restraining him from any attempt to help me.

      I saw Adam’s hand move up again. It came to a halt a few inches from my chest.

      I didn’t know why he was standing there, alive. I had no clue how he could be with the demons, how he could have become one of the dark side; but there was no doubt he was determined to kill me—to suck out my soul. I had to do something. I had to try at least. If this really was Adam, the old Adam—my Adam—had to be somewhere in there, buried under layers of black, of dark, but still there somewhere.

      I looked at his face. He looked like my Adam. His eyes were unfocused and the greedy expression in them was frightening. I felt something stab into my heart as I waited for him to refocus, to finally recognize it was me, his Claire, whom he was going to kill.

      “Adam—” I whispered.

      No reaction. The pain in my chest grew stronger. I felt like strings were being pulled from the center of my heart—stings which usually kept me together.

      “It’s me—Claire.”

      The strings were now curling around my whole heart, ripping it out slowly. I looked down, moaning in pain, expecting to see blood streaming from my chest, and my heart in Adam’s outstretched hand; but my heart seemed to have remained inside my body. The pain had to come from another source. Not my heart—my soul. He was sucking my soul from my body.

      “Adam,” I panted in pain. My limbs started to shake from the strain and cold sweat was forming on my neck and forehead. “Adam—you’re hurting me.”

      I heard Volpert’s evil laugh and Jaden’s gasp as they heard my hoarse, strained voice. The only one lacking a reaction was Adam, who was focusing on the strings he seemed to pull out of my body, straight through my heart, inflicting torturing pain on me. Instead of diminishing the ache, he was intensifying the hold on my soul.

      My insides burned as the strings tore through them, further and further into the boundary areas of my body—so far it felt like they were piercing my skin from inside.

      I screamed through clenched teeth as the pain reached my head.

      “Adam,” I heard Jaden’s voice. It was velvety. “Do you remember, you were good once. You had wings—strong, white wings, just like me.”

      “Don’t listen to him, Adam.” Volpert’s voice lured from somewhere outside my head. I couldn’t tell exactly; with every second, my vision became more blurry and darker.

      The strings were continuously ripping deep wounds into my already mangled heart. I couldn’t fight against it—I was too weak.

      “Adam, listen to me—” Jaden again. “There was a time before you became this dark creature. You loved a girl back then, remember?”

      “I don’t know love,” Adam said in a humorless tone.

      “Yes, you do.” Jaden didn’t give up. “You loved a girl—” My body sank to the ground. I heard the noise of it hitting the gravel, but I couldn’t feel it over the pain that was racing through my system. I gasped for air, unable to breathe evenly. My lungs seemed to be tied up with the strings, being pulled against my ribs from inside. “—a beautiful girl.” Jaden’s voice was cautious. “Her name was Claire.”

      I knew I wouldn’t be able to stand the pain much longer. My entire body screamed for me to give in and drift into the blackness that lay behind the agony. I couldn’t believe that the man I loved so much, whom I had lost so many times, and once forever, was the one who would end my life—my miserable life, since he had died. So, did it really matter it was him who brought death to me, that I would die at his hand? I still loved him, more than anything. And I felt more than blessed that I had seen him again. He had been my angel in life and he now would be my angel of death. Agony was the least thing I could pay for all the happy moments I had had with him, for the perfection of our love.

      “You.... don’t h..have..... to t..take... my... soul—” I coughed between shivers and cold sweat, tears wetting my face. “—it has a..always... been... yours.” I panted the words in a mere whisper, feeling the energy leave my body. The pain had spread through all the layers of my system, the strings tearing at my muscles, my veins, my bones, my nerves... My arms were bracing me against the cold that came more from the inside than the outside, but they weren’t strong enough to hold me together—I was slowly falling apart. I knew I was about to slip away—it couldn’t be long now.

      “I love you, Adam—” It was little more than a breath.

      The black had almost enveloped me as I felt the pull on the strings fade a little. I gasped for air, unable to open my eyes or move my limbs. All I could do was lay there on the gravel like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

      And then, suddenly the pain ceased a little, too, and it felt like the strings were starting to flick back into place. They raced back through my heart, my bones, my flesh, until they reached my skin.

      It hurt as if they were tearing through fresh wounds, making my insides burn with pain all over again.

      I heard myself moan. It was an unnatural sound—too far away to be real—and the touch of a hand on my forehead.

      “What are you doing?” a voice screamed. “You are supposed to kill her.”

      I heard a smashing sound and then another scream. All of it didn’t really matter to me. I sucked in fresh air in rhythmical gasps, trying to endure until the pain ceased or the black took away what was remaining of my consciousness.

      I couldn’t tell how long it had been when I heard another loud smashing sound and then silence.

      The hand was still on my forehead. It was wiping the sweat away with a light movement. The fingers were warm and tender. I was quite sure that I would look into Jaden’s golden eyes if I were able to reopen mine. How many times had he crouched beside my body, trying to take my pain away, comforting me with his touch.

      I coughed in distress. If it was Jaden’s hand—where was Adam? Had Jaden killed him? Had this made him stop tearing my soul out?

      “Jaden?” I pressed his name out between two coughs shaking my body. I was feeling hysteria creeping up in my system.

      The weight of the hand vanished from my forehead, leaving space for new droplets of sweat. I blinked, searching for the familiar shape of my guardian angel, but I couldn’t see. My vision was almost blackened. The dark veil lifted so slowly, it was a long while before I could make out shapes against the night sky.

      The first thing I saw was a shadow hovering over me. It was the shape of a man crouching beside me and bending over my face.

      “Jaden,” I whispered, relieved.

      “No,” the shadow whispered back.

      I blinked again, trying to regain control over my eyesight. After a few more seconds, I was able to see some brighter specks in the sky and a blurry, pale yellow disk. I was finally able to make out a mane of black against pale skin, a pair of tightened light eyes, a line of white behind slightly parted lips.

      The face staring down on me was torn. His eyebrows were pulling together in a frown, his eyes were focused on mine, but the greed was obviously still there in the light green of his irises, which were looking a lot more gray than green in the shadow of the night.

      “Adam,” I breathed.

      His eyes widened and I could see the recognition spread on his face.

      “Claire.”

      The whisper came from his mouth in a gust, fervent, his eyes burning into mine, all the evil, all the greed gone from them within a fraction of a second. He was so close that the air from his lips touched my face in a warm breeze.

      I inhaled greedily, shuddering as I tasted his scent. It was like no time had passed at all. I could feel my body respond to him without hesitation, without logic, without reason. Every inch of me was screaming for him, ignoring the ache he had caused me a minute ago. It was against nature to love somebody so irrationally, so entirely, so unconditionally.

      He was alive—for some reason I didn’t understand, he was alive, crouching over me, his face only inches away. He just had to sense what I was feeling, it was so potently streaming through me, setting me on fire. I was sure Jaden would feel it, even when he was much farther away—wasn’t he?

      I tore my eyes away from Adam, reluctantly, searching my surroundings for the person I had gotten so used to in the past months, the one who had kept me alive over and over again, the one who had protected my sanity.

      A bunch of golden hair was visible too far away, the face under it turned to the ground.

      “Jaden!” Cold panic returned to my body. I turned my head to get a better view of the scenery.

      Jaden was lying on the ground, motionless. The way he lay there made me want to run and help him. He looked vulnerable—the strong guardian, who now needed my help for once. But I also wanted to stay in the spot, soaking up what time I had before Adam vanished from my life again.

      Before I could consciously decide what part of me should win, I turned back to Adam. I found myself staring into transparent air. The space that had been filled with his flesh and bones a second ago was empty now.

      My head snapped back to Jaden, fearing he would have vanished, too; but he was still lying there, unchanged in his position.

      I managed to get to my feet and look around. Volpert was gone, too. We were alone again. Jaden and I.

      My feet automatically moved toward my guardian angel. The way his body was still on the ground made me anticipate the worst.

      “Jaden,” I tried.

      No answer.

      I slowly made my way toward him, my legs shaking and unstable.

      “Please wake up.” I let myself sink to the ground next to his head, ignoring the gravel biting into my knees. My hand reached out to touch his hair. It moved slightly in the wind and I could see Jaden’s face.

      There was a streak of blood running from his hairline down to his chin. The skin beneath it seemed to have sealed back together, leaving the red line as the only sign of the cut.

      I brushed my fingers over his cheek. “Jaden.” It was a whisper.

      His eyelids fluttered for a second and then revealed the golden orbs I had become so used to looking at.

      “Are you ok?” I asked, my eyes wandering up and down his shape to check for unnatural angles of his limbs. Everything looked fine.

      “Give me a moment,” Jaden rasped.

      I watched him close and reopen his eyes several times. Then he lifted his head, making a face as his hands pushed against the gravel.

      “Are you in pain? How bad is it?” I watched him, feeling helpless. “Should I get help?” I was aware that any doctor would have noticed instantly there was something wrong with the way this man was healing. What a stupid thing to ask.

      “I am fine,” he breathed, “just give me a minute.”

      I sat back on my feet, relieved, and focused on my heart rate.

      Not more than a few seconds had passed when Jaden finally propped himself up with his arms and rolled to the side. He looked up at my face, his expression grim.

      “Claire, I am so sorry.” His eyes were apologetic. “I should have known, I should have anticipated...”

      “It’s not your fault.” What had he done wrong? I had wanted to come to the graveyard. I had persuaded him that it was safe. That I needed to come here to stay sane.

      We looked at each other for a brief moment.

      “What just happened, Jaden?” I could feel moist warmth on my cheeks. “How can he be alive?” I couldn’t speak the name.

      Jaden shook his head. “I have never seen anything like it.” His expression became hard. “No angel has ever survived a killing strike of a demon...”

      “I was there,” I interrupted. “We buried him, Jaden. I was there at the funeral.” What had just happened was beyond comprehension.

      “I know.” Jaden sat up and wrapped one arm around me. “I don’t know what it means. Was it even Adam...?”

      My heart sank at his words. It was Adam. It had to be. How else could there have been the recognition in his eyes? How else could I have felt the way I had, the moment he had spoken my name?

      “We need to get away from here,” Jaden urged. His face all compassionate with worry creasing his forehead. His second hand reached around me and pulled me to him. A second later, the ground under my legs vanished.
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      I was lying on the Gallagers’ couch, head on the armrest. Jenna was sitting on the floor beside me. Her lovely face showed concern.

      After the first shock had vanished, my body had begun to feel sore all over. Each little part which had been touched in the process of ripping my soul from me was hurting now. It was the best pain I had felt in ages. It meant that I at least still had a soul. A soul, which was very much attached to Adam. A soul which was throwing tiny flashes of hope at me.

      “Even if it was him...,” Chris started for the hundredth time.

      “But how is it possible?” Jaden asked again.

      They were both sitting in armchairs, staring at the fireplace. The low orange light made everything even more surreal.

      “He was in that coffin, at the funeral,” Jenna said, her eyes not leaving my face. “I saw it. I was there when they closed it.”

      I shuddered. The old wound in my heart claimed my attention at once. I could smell the rain and the wet earth at the thought of the funeral.

      “Demons can’t shape-shift, can they?” It was Ben. He had joined us as soon as he had heard Jaden’s voice at the front door.

      Jaden shook his head. “I have never heard of it. And I have nine-hundred years of experience.”

      “So, assuming it was really him…,” Ben started.

      “It was him.” I yanked myself up to a sitting position, anger rising up in my throat. “It was him.” This time it sounded a little calmer.

      “I agree,” Jaden supported my outburst. “Just different.”

      All heads turned towards him.

      “He didn’t have a heartbeat, for instance.”

      Of course he would have noticed something like that.

      “Demons don’t have a heartbeat,” he continued. “At least the real ones don’t—the pure lines. Half-demons do. They are like half-angels. One of their parents is human.”

      I gaped at him. What was he saying exactly?

      “They can’t resurrect the dead,” Jenna threw into the guessing.

      “But how is it possible?” Chris stood up and walked around to stand beside Jenna. He looked down on my face. I wondered what he found there. “How can he have become one of them?”

      Jaden looked at each one of us for a second—one after the other. Eventually his gaze fell on Chris. “Unless he’s bound by an evil spell... I need some time.” He looked at the Gallagers. “Make sure Claire is safe. Don’t let her out of sight for even a second.”

      Then he turned to me.

      “I’ll be gone for a short while. Don’t do anything stupid.”

      Without another word, Jaden disappeared into thin air, leaving the rest of us wondering.

      Chris slowly sank into an armchair. Jenna paced in front of the window, lost in thought.

      I leaned back on the couch and found Ben looking at me from the chair beside me. His features had questions written all over them. None of them I had the answer to.

      I closed my eyes and shut out the world. I knew what I had seen. It had been Adam. My Adam. Even though he had been hurting me, there had been a moment of clarity where he had seemed to have recognized me. The only real question I had was, why I wasn’t with him right now.

      He tried to kill you, the voice in my head commented. Right.

      My head was killing me. I took a deep breath and got to my feet. I needed to get away from everything.

      “Where do you think you’re going.” Jenna was at my side in an instant.

      “I need some fresh air.” My head was spinning from the events.

      She put her arm around my waist and helped me to the door.

      “Let’s go out back.”

      Jenna led me somewhere I had never been at the Gallagers’, the back garden.

      When she opened the heavy wooden door, the evening light painted colorful patterns through the ornate glass inlays. We stepped outside and a view of peace spread before us.

      My eyes skimmed the perfectly-cut hedge that was surrounding geometrically arranged flowerbeds. They stopped at a bush which had little red blossoms sticking out in every direction. It was an untamed element in an environment of perfect domestication. It was like an impurity to a world of perfection. I could relate to the shrewd branches and the fragile flower petals.

      I let myself sink onto a carved bench and stretched my legs into the short grass.

      Antonio trotted toward us from the other end of the garden and curled up at my feet. I patted his head absently.

      “This must be extremely difficult for you, Jenna.”

      She gave me a meaningful look.

      “But it’s worse for Chris. I can’t even imagine how he must be feeling.”

      “Why don’t you go check on him?” I suggested. “I’m sure he needs you more than I do.”

      Jenna hesitated.

      “I’ll send Ben, so you’re not alone.”

      I nodded, not really caring whether or not anyone was there with me. My brain was already working on ideas how to find Adam.

      “Claire?” Ben sat down beside me, not more than a second after Jenna disappeared.

      “How can he be alive, Ben?” I asked. “How can he be alive and not come to find me?”

      Ben didn’t respond.

      “It was as if he had never known me. The Adam I knew would have never hurt me—ever. He must be under their influence. It’s impossible that he did this out of free will. If I could see him. If I could talk to him...”

      My reasoning sounded desperate, but Ben didn’t comment on it. Instead he wrapped an arm around me.

      “I am sorry.”

      We sat there in silence for a while, and watched the garden fall into twilight until the deep red of the flowers was the only color left.

      

      I woke up to the sound of bird songs and the smell of flowers. Sunlight was tickling my cheeks. I opened my eyes to a gentle voice whispering my name and looked at the wall of the Gallagers’ guest room

      “Claire.”

      It sounded so much like Adam.

      I jumped at the thought and looked around.

      Ben was sitting on the edge of the bed, his hands folded in his lap, looking down at me.

      I blinked twice. Ben—not Adam.

      I waited for the pain to set in at the thought of Adam’s name, but it didn’t.

      Instead, hundreds of images washed up in my mind.

      It had been a long night. After hours of discussing Adam’s resurrection with the Gallagers after dinner, I had fallen asleep on the couch in their living room.

      Ben must have carried me upstairs and laid me down in bed. I was wrapped in the covers but fully dressed underneath.

      I slowly let the knowledge settle in and went from ecstatic to depressed several times, remembering that Adam was alive—and that he had tried to kill me.

      Ben was eyeing me cautiously. Of course he could feel what I felt.

      “What time is it?” I turned to him as the expression on his face became worried.

      “Almost noon,” he answered without moving.

      “I’ve got school today.” I almost fell over as I jumped out of bed.

      “Relax...” Ben got to his feet and caught me by my shoulders. “Jenna called the school this morning to let them know you are not feeling well and won’t be coming in today.”

      “Thank God,” I exhaled, focusing. “I can’t afford another unexcused absence.”

      Ben grinned for a moment before he led me to the bathroom door.

      “Get ready,” he gently pushed me over the threshold. “We have tons to discuss.”

      Jenna was playing with the seam of her dress when we entered the dining room. She looked up, her expression a mixture of relief and worry.

      Ben sat down next to Jenna while I took a seat on the other side of the table.

      “Where is Chris?” I asked into the silence.

      “He is meditating in the library,” Jenna said and took a sip of coffee.

      “Again,” I wondered. “Has he made any progress?”

      “Well, nothing substantial, he says. Just a tickle between the shoulder blades.”

      I was surprised. After Liz’ suggestions, Chris had started to meditate regularly. He hadn’t felt anything until recently—a tickle in his palms. A tickle between his shoulder blades would mean huge progress.

      “That’s great news,” I let her know how I felt about it.

      “I think so, too.” She smiled her motherly smile at me.

      “Do you think it has anything to do with yesterday?” Ben joined our conversation.

      I held my breath.

      “It is possible,” Jenna replied. “Knowing that his son is alive has given Chris new hope.”

      I understood. Knowing Adam still existed out there gave me hope, too. None of us had been able to fully process the meaning of his reappearance.

      How could he be alive? Why didn’t he remember me? Why was he running with Volpert? Was he a demon?

      “One thing—” Jenna said. “If they attack openly like this, we need to be stronger than ever.” She looked at me intensely. “Chris needs to get his powers back. We need him. And he needs you.”

      Ben watched her with a worried face.

      “Don’t you think it’s a little much after yesterday—?”

      I could see Jenna struggle. She wanted what was best for Chris and she wanted what was best for me. This time those two were conflicting each other.

      “I’ll join him now.” I took the decision away from either of them.

      Jenna nodded gratefully and Ben jumped up from his chair when I stood up to leave for the library.

      “Call if you need anything,” he offered helplessly.

      “Thanks.” I was on my way before it could get any more awkward.

      I could see in Ben’s eyes, that he was suffering. He knew that all his chances had disappeared the second I had laid eyes on Adam.

      

      I found Chris on the library floor, cross-legged. He opened his eyes when he heard me come in. His face was hopeful.

      “If he’s alive, that means we both could heal.”

      His words made sense. I wanted it to be true, but there was something cautioning me not to believe. Adam had hurt me. He had tried to kill me. If he was alive, it was a very different version of the Adam I had fallen in love with.

      “Shall we?”

      We both closed our eyes and started breathing deeply. My presence meant more of Adam’s soul in one room, and that meant a higher chance for Chris to succeed.

      Knowing I would help by my mere presence, I focused on my own agenda. It had worked before—meditating to conjure up a vision of Adam—but today was an instant flash of his face.

      His pale green eyes were staring at me. They weren’t set in the evil mask I had seen in the graveyard. They were lost. Confused.

      Adam, I willed my mind to speak.

      The eyes blinked.

      I felt my pulse accelerate. Had the vision just reacted to me?

      You have gone crazy before, the voice in my head commented.

      I focused on Adam’s face. His expression had changed. He looked like he was searching for something.

      Adam, I tried again.

      Before I could see a reaction, something brushed my face. It felt familiar.

      “Claire,” I heard Chris’ voice from a distance. “Claire, wake up.”

      My eyes opened to a vision of white. Chris was radiating light from within, and he was framed by wings.

      “You did it,” I cheered weakly. He looked impressive. Beautiful. He had actually done it.

      “We did it.” Chris’ face was gleeful. I hadn’t seen him that happy since before Adam’s death.

      “We need to tell the others.” They would be ecstatic.

      “No need,” Jenna’s voice came from the door. Ben was standing right behind her, both of them smiling.

      “Now we can take them on together, Dad.” Ben stepped forward. He slipped out of his shirt and walked to stand next to his father.

      A second later, a pair of wings was bouncing left and right of his shoulders. Even though I had seen him this way once before, I couldn’t get used to the way he looked with that pair of feathery white wings. It was a breathtaking vision.

      Jenna was leaning in the doorway, observing the scene. She winked at me when she saw me gaping at Ben.

      “Put your clothes on, Ben,” she instructed with a grin. “Chris, I’ll get you a new shirt.” She pointed at the torn fabric on the floor.

      He laughed. It was a joyous sound. Almost surreal with all the pain we had been enduring.

      I leaned back and watched them for a while. They were talking. Obviously exchanging information and experiences related to their powers. I wondered if they had ever talked like this before. It was a whole new aspect in their relationship.

      I had never fully appreciated the similarities between Ben and Chris. The way his chest was built. The hair and eyes. The way they lifted their chins slightly when they laughed.

      This was a moment of victory for all of us. Then, why did it feel like something was wrong?

      I slowly got to my feet and crept out of the room.

      Jenna had left to get Chris a fresh shirt and the others didn’t notice that I was leaving.

      I made my way down the hallway to the guest room. It felt as if I had moved in permanently, I was spending so much time at the Gallagers’ now.

      My limbs were heavy from the strain my body had gone through in the past days. It made me want to lay down and rest.

      On the way over to the bed, my eyes fell on my phone. The display was lit up from an incoming text message.

      I glanced down at the screen and gasped at the words I read.

      
        
        
        I need to see you. Adam

      

        

      

      All tiredness was gone in a heartbeat. Was it possible? Was this message really from Adam? My Adam.

      This could be a trap, the voice in the back of my mind intercepted my thought process.

      Yes, it could be. But it could also be Adam, wanting to see me.

      I sat on the bed, conflicted over what to do, before my curiosity got the best of me.

      
        
        
        When? Where?

      

        

      

      I typed the two words carefully, as if I could embed another message in them. The message I really wanted to send. Adam, I love you. Adam, I miss you.

      My hands were shaking when I hit send.

      I stared at the screen intensely, waiting for a reply. It didn’t come. Instead my phone buzzed from a call. I almost dropped it, jumpy from tension and anticipation.

      It was Sophie.

      “Hey, little sister,” she hooted into the phone when I answered.

      “Hi, Sophie,” was all I managed.

      She was wondering if she should come home over the next weekend.

      “Honestly, I feel guilty for leaving you alone all the time,” she admitted.

      Having Sophie around was the exact opposite of what I needed at the moment. Things were getting more dangerous by the day and the last thing I wanted was Sophie in the cross-fire of Volpert’s feud.

      So, I put on my lighthearted voice—as well as I could.

      “You wouldn’t see me at all. Even if you were here.” I almost sounded convincing. “The Gallagers have practically adopted me. I am there all the time.”

      Sophie’s voice was relieved. “That’s good to know. I need to call Jenna and say thank you. It is crazy here. We don’t get much sleep...” She was going into detailed descriptions of her days at the hospital.

      My mind drifted back to Adam. He wanted to see me. This meant there was some part of him that remembered me. Or it’s a trap, the voice in my head repeated my concern to me.

      It could be. It was likely. But if there was even the slightest chance I might get to see Adam, to talk to him, to understand what was going on, I would take it.

      Even if that would cost you your life? the voice asked.

      It won’t come to that, I answered and ignored the mild complaining in the back of my mind.

      “Are you sure Ian shouldn’t drop by to check in?” Sophie’s voice pushed my thoughts into the background.

      “I’m fine, Sophie,” I reassured her again. “Really, don’t worry.”

      I wouldn’t put her at risk.

      “Just make sure you learn all you can. I want a good doctor as a sister. Not one of those who mix up a liver with a kidney.”

      Sophie laughed. It was a good sound to hear.

      “I need to go,” I excused myself. “Talk to you soon.”

      “Talk soon.”

      I put the phone down and got to my feet, still waiting nervously for Adam’s reply, but the phone remained silent.

      Instead, there was a knock on the door. Ben popped his head in.

      “Jaden is back.”

      

      When we arrived in the living room, Jaden was sitting on the couch. He jumped to his feet and disappeared for a second just to reappear right in front of me half a second later.

      “You are here,” he noted. “Everyone is here.”

      Jenna and Chris were standing by the window, their faces expectant.

      Ben walked around the room in a slow circle while Jaden led me back to the couch and made sure I was comfortable.

      “Excuse my short absence,” he started. “I had to check a theory.”

      He had my attention.

      “What theory?”

      “Well, let’s approach this logically.” Jaden looked at all of us and sighed, obviously conflicted how to break the news. “My research has confirmed there are only two ways Adam can be alive. Either he never died, or he never really died.”

      My mind stumbled over his logic. “Jaden, this is really just one option.”

      “Correct. There is only one slight difference.” Jaden gave. me a wistful look. “If he never died, he wasn’t killed by the demons, he might have been petrified. In a temporary, death-like state.

      “If he never really died, the demons did kill him, but only part of him.” He looked at all of us, taking in our confusion.

      “Jaden, I was there, I saw him die,” I reminded him.

      “Yes, you were there,” he agreed. “But what did you see—or really see?”

      I didn’t get him.

      Jenna and Chris exchanged a look and Ben started walking around the room in slow circles.

      “Tell us again,” Jaden encouraged.

      I took a deep breath.

      “He was hit by the demons’ lightning. Two at the same time. Right into the heart.” I conjured the painful memories.

      “What happened next?” he pushed.

      The images were flashing before my inner eye as if it was happening right now. With the memories, there came pain.

      “Is this really necessary?” Jenna’s voice came from beside me. “Can’t you see she is suffering?”

      “We need to know what we are dealing with.” Jaden’s response was business-like.

      “What happened next, Claire?” Jaden had turned to me and was standing right in front of me. “I need to know.”

      “He fell,” I finally forced out after a long pause.

      “Did he say anything after he was hit? Did he move?” Jaden pressed for even more details.

      “Jaden, I can’t—” This was torture.

      He took my hand. “Please, Claire. You are the only one who was there. What you saw may make all the difference.”

      I closed my eyes, focusing on this darkest hour in my existence.

      “He looked at me. And then his eyes rolled back before he fell.”

      “Before or after he was hit?”

      “After.”

      Jaden squeezed my hand. “Thank you. I know this is hard for you.”

      It was hard for all of us. Every single person in the room could feel what I felt. They all suffered with me. I wasn’t alone. Not this time.

      Jaden let go of my hand and took a step back before he continued.

      “This was the missing piece of information.” He made a long pause and looked at each of us for a moment. “Adam died, but he never really died.”

      My head couldn’t comprehend what Jaden was deducing so logically from my story.

      “Adam was part-angel, part-human, right?” Jaden stated common knowledge. “When the demons hit him they killed his angel-half and his human-half.”

      I watched Chris and Jenna stare at each other in horror.

      “That’s impossible,” Chris shook his head. “I would have noticed.”

      “Think about it,” Jenna said as if suddenly everything made sense. “It’s the only way.”

      “He never really died,” Ben joined the conversation. “It wasn’t halves—it was thirds. There was a third part that survived.”

      “Or was awakened through the death of his human death and angel death,” Jaden finished.

      I suddenly felt left out. Everyone seemed to be comprehending. What was I missing?

      “Would someone please explain to me what is going on?” I burst out.

      All four of them looked at me as if they were just remembering I was still there.

      It was Jenna who found her voice first.

      “If both parts of Adam are dead—angel and human—but he is still alive, this means there must have been a third part hidden somewhere inside of him. Too weak to show itself while the other two were still alive—”

      “Adam must have had demonic heritage,” Jaden finished the thought.

      I felt my jaw drop.

      Ben was watching his father from the corner of the room where he had stopped pacing.

      “What we need to know now is which parent he got it from.”

      All faces turned to Chris.

      “And you are everything but a demon,” Jenna reassured Chris.

      Jaden nodded. “Chris, I feel nothing dark when I am next to you. Not even the slightest hint. It’s impossible he got it from you.”

      I watched Chris’ face go from horror to relief and back to horror.

      “But Abigail was mortal,” he reasoned. “She was mortal. She died giving birth to Adam.”

      Abigail, Adam’s biological mother, I remembered. She had died giving birth to Adam, just seconds before Chris had spread his wings for the first time when he had held tiny, newborn Adam in his hands.

      “I know this is hard for you to wrap your head around, Chris,” Jaden looked at him intensely, “But think about it. Abigail died young. Even if she hadn’t developed demon powers, the demon-gene could have been dormant. Having the gene alone doesn’t make a demon. There are many factors. She might have never turned bad.”

      “I guess we’ll never know,” Chris said in a strained tone. He sat down in an armchair and buried his face in his hands.

      Jenna was watching him with a weary expression.

      I couldn’t even begin to imagine what the two of them were going through right now. And Ben.

      He was still standing in the corner, lost in thought.

      I let the new information sink in for a few minutes.

      So, the theory was that Adam was alive. That was good news. The bad news were that he wasn’t anything like before. The parts of him that had been human or angel were gone. This gave me lot to think about.

      Jaden was watching me from the corner of his eye as I yawned widely. I was physically tired from processing everything.

      “Time for you to lay down and rest,” he commented. “We still have a lot to figure out. All we have for now is a theory.”

      “And a very good one,” Ben threw in.

      “We need to make a decision soon.” Chris looked up.

      “What do you mean?” I wondered.

      “Adam is alive. Even if all that’s left of him is a demon—he is still my son.”

      Jenna gave him a pitying look.

      He was right. And I agreed with every fiber in my body. Even if he was a demon, and we weren’t one-hundred percent certain that’s what he was, he was still Adam.

      I needed to see him soon. I needed to see for myself what he was—or wasn’t.

      “So, I have a demon brother,” Ben said, his voice surprisingly light. “Should we stake him out and capture him?”

      All eyes were on him now. Some filled with shock, some with admiration for how lightly he was taking the news.

      “I just mean—maybe there is some spark of good left in him.”

      It was Sunday morning. I was staring at the message as if I could force more information out of it by pure willpower.

      Jaden’s theory changed everything. I needed to get a chance to talk to Adam alone before the demons attacked the next time. But would it make a difference if I did? If he was truly evil now—

      It had been quiet after Adam’s death. We hadn’t heard or seen much of the demons. They had tried to get me twice. Ben had saved me once. Jaden the other time.

      I wasn’t sure if anyone would be able to help this time—trap or not. So, I had decided not to tell the Gallagers or Jaden about the messages.

      Lucas Baker was eliminated. Who knew if they knew about Liz. I didn’t know if they knew about all of the Gallagers. And I couldn’t risk them finding out.

      But did it reality matter? Volpert was still upset that I had gotten away that night, and he would stop at nothing to take revenge.

      It was certain revenge would come and that it would be painful, the only thing uncertain was what it would look like.

      Whatever it will be, you deserve it, the voice in my head came to life. I quickly shut it up and tried to focus.

      Another thing I could be sure about was that I wouldn’t endanger any of the Gallagers this time.

      I was just rolling over and forcing my brain to shut up when my phone buzzed.

      My hand reached for the rectangle and held the screen before my eyes. I froze.

      
        
        
        Tonight. Where it all began.

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ice-Cold

          

        

      

    

    
      The pencil scratched over the paper as I scribbled the note.

      
        
        
        Gone to see Adam. I just had to go.

        Sorry. Claire

      

        

      

      I folded the paper in half and placed it on the bed.

      It was getting dark outside. Jenna and Chris were busy in the library. Ben had checked in on me just a few minutes ago, and Jaden was out somewhere, trying to learn more about angel-demon hybrids. We had decided together, that we had to get Adam back somehow. And this demanded information. If I was quick, I would be back before anyone could notice.

      After all the Gallagers had done for me—and Jaden—I wouldn’t risk any of them just to satisfy my childish, and very dangerous need to see Adam.

      With a quick look into the hallway, I made sure the coast was clear before I tiptoed downstairs and out the front door.

      My car was waiting for me at the side of the building. I jumped in and started the engine.

      No one came to stop me. They were all busy. So, I slowly drove away from the house and into the evening traffic.

      Every few blocks, I checked the mirror for a familiar car and the street around me for familiar shapes, but there was nothing. It seemed my plan had worked.

      I instantly felt guilty for running away like this. But I knew, if I had told any of the Gallagers about Adam’s message, they would have never let me go. Let alone Jaden. He depended on my safety more than anyone.

      Adam, the voice in the back of my head said. It was all I needed to hear to let go of all guilt. I needed to see him. I needed to know if it was true. If all that was left of him was an evil shell.

      Where it all began, Adam’s message had said. It was only a few minutes later when I parked at the graveyard. The street was empty.

      I opened the old iron gate ever so slightly and slipped in. No sense letting the gate stand wide open for nighttime dog-walkers to use or a passing police cruiser to notice. My heart was racing in anxious anticipation. I didn’t know what to expect. Would he come alone? Would he recognize me? Would he remember me?

      “I see you got his message.” It wasn’t Adam’s voice, but it was a familiar voice.

      I instinctively turned towards the sound and found a dark, slender silhouette under a nearby tree.

      When she stepped out of the shadows, I froze. Her face I would recognize any time, any place.

      “Maureen.” Adam’s ex-girlfriend.

      Maureen tilted her head and her jacket shifted to expose a silver amulet around her neck.

      She was part of this. I had suspected a connection with the demons after I noticed the pendant on her necklace at Adam’s funeral—the same one the demons wore—but I couldn’t be sure until now. Was she a demon?

      A trap after all, the voice in my head warned me. Of course it was. But even knowing the odds of this being a trap, if there was the slightest chance of seeing Adam, I would gladly risk it.

      “How nice of you to come,” she said in a sweet and false voice.

      “What do you want?” I felt stupid for coming alone. With his reduced powers, Jaden wouldn’t know if I needed his help and the Gallagers were all busy. I was on my own—I had planned it that way.

      “Well—there is a small thing I need you to do,” she started.

      I glared at her, unwilling to give her what ever she would be asking.

      “You need to stop thinking about him.”

      Definitely not that. If anything, Adam’s image was the only thing left that I had. I wouldn’t give it up—never. Especially not now that I knew he was alive.

      I shook my head at Maureen. She could go ask someone else to forget the love of their life.

      Ready to admit it had been a mistake to come here, I turned and started walking away.

      What she was asking of me was impossible. It was ridiculous. I was ashamed that I had so easily fallen for the deceit; but she had dangled the one bait guaranteed to bring me running. That Adam wanted to see me. There was nothing I wanted more than for it to be true.

      The voice in my head chuckled at me darkly at my discomfiture. I ignored it.

      If I was fast, I would make it back in time so nobody would notice my absence. I could simply climb into bed and pretend I had never left. Destroy the note and forget my naivety.

      I had just taken a step or two, when a second voice spoke.

      “You came.” This time it was the voice I had been craving to hear.

      I looked around to see where he had spoken from, but I couldn’t make him out in the dark surroundings.

      “Adam, where are you?”

      “It doesn’t matter where he is,” Maureen’s vicious melody touched my ears.

      “The only thing that matters is that you came. You are making it so much easier for all of us.”

      I paused for a second, weighing my options. There could be more than two here. What if Maureen’s petty request wasn’t the only reason she had lured me here?

      Trap, I was reminded harshly.

      If I ran now, Maureen and whatever else was lurking in the shadows would probably not touch me. But then I wouldn’t get the chance to see him. I needed to see Adam.

      If I was honest, there was only one option, really—no matter the outcome.

      My feet stopped before I had made the conscious decision, and my eyes were searching the darkness.

      A movement to my right claimed my attention. There he was, hidden in the shadows. It was like when I had seen the shadow in the school parking lot. The same ghostly motions, the same outline. The same person.

      “Adam,” I whispered.

      The dark outline stepped forward until I could make out his face. His mouth was a thin line and his eyes were full of anger.

      “Are you alright, Adam?” I addressed him directly, hoping he would respond.

      “Don’t bother talking to him,” Maureen mocked.

      She walked over swiftly, her dark mane fanning out behind her, until she stopped right at my shoulder.

      My instinct was to run. But knowing that Adam was here, just a few feet away, I still couldn’t bring myself to leave.

      You have a death-wish, the voice in my head narrated. I nodded at it.

      “You destroyed everything,” Maureen whispered into my ear.

      I shuddered.

      “You took him from me. You made him into your pet-angel.” Her voice was full of hatred.

      “Maureen, I didn’t make him anything,” I defended myself, well-aware that anything I said could set her off. “I didn’t make him love me.”

      She laughed sweetly. The sound combined with her cold and cruel mask made the scene bizarre.

      “Whatever you did or didn’t do doesn’t matter now, does it?” She placed her hand on my shoulder, as if she wanted to comfort me.

      I shrank away from her touch.

      “He doesn’t remember any of it. Your great, epic love. It was for nothing.”

      Her words stabbed right into my heart. I lifted my arms to brace myself against her attack. Even if it was just verbal.

      For now, the voice commented.

      It was right. I had no idea if Maureen had any powers—and if she did, would she use them to destroy me?

      “I want you to know, that there is nothing left of the Adam you knew.” She let one pointy finger slide down my arm until it rested on my hand.

      “He is all mine.” Her lips puckered a little, making it look like she was feeling sorry for me. The next moment, her face was back to icy, as was her voice. “His love is mine.”

      The way she said it brought back a memory of what Adam had said about Maureen. He’d had the emotional vision of me when he had still been with her. Even if her love was more lust and possession than real feelings, I had taken him away. This thought gave me strength.

      “You don’t know love.” I knocked her hand off my shoulder. “Love is the one thing that survives the darkest times.”

      Maureen was surprised by my reaction. What had she expected? That I would let her put me down, insult me and my love for Adam, and expect me to walk away without a word in return?

      “You make me sick.” After one long look at my face she walked away and disappeared into the trees.

      “She’s all yours,” I heard her icy voice one more time before the darkness swallowed her completely

      Adam finally walked towards me. His hand was lifted the same way it had been at our last encounter.

      “Adam, what are you doing?”

      He didn’t react to my words. He didn’t speak to me at all. His stare was the only sign he had heard me.

      Instead, he came closer and placed his hand in front of my chest. I felt the strings in my heart pull towards his fingers painfully.

      He was doing it again. He was trying to suck out my soul. He was killing me.

      Run! the voice in my head instructed.

      I jumped as it tore me from my petrified state and ran.

      Adam probably hadn’t expected this. I was surprised that he didn’t stop me right away when his footfalls came closer at a steady pace.

      I slipped on the loose gravel and cut my knees and hands, stumbling over my own feet. I wanted to run, but I also wanted to reason with Adam.

      Time for reasoning is over, the voice redirected my focus.

      I picked myself up and continued running.

      Whenever Adam came close enough, the strings on my heart began to tear and hurt again, but he never actually incapacitated me. It was like he was playing a game. One I wasn’t sure he wanted me to lose. I needed to get away. I hoped that someone had found my note in the Gallagers’ guest room. I had gotten myself in trouble for the chance of verifying I hadn’t dreamt that Adam still existed. Now I knew. And the truth hurt almost as much as not knowing.

      “Let her go,” I heard Maureen’s voice calling behind me when I had made it to the gate.

      Of course she had stayed to watch me suffer.

      My sore legs hardly carried me to my car. I didn’t look back. I was surprised I made it and drove out of the parking lot without looking. My right hand was searching my pockets for my phone.

      I tried Ben’s number first. It went straight to voicemail.

      “Ben, I need help. I am on my way back to your house. I think I am being followed.”

      Chris’ number was next. He didn’t answer. Neither did Jenna.

      When I saw a shadow running behind my car, I pulled into the next street. I WAS being followed.

      My only option now was distraction. Get rid of the car and hide.

      The library was just a few blocks away from here. I checked the mirrors for the shadow—nothing—and quickly parked the car. Then I slid out and ducked behind a row of parked vehicles until I saw the crossing that led to the library before I finally broke into a run.

      The library was dark when I entered. In my mind, I thanked Liz for the extra key she had given me a week earlier. In case you ever need access to a certain read, she had said and handed it to me.

      The lock clicked and the door opened slowly at the touch of my sweating hand. The shelves were all hidden in darkness.

      There was no sound except for my panting when I rushed in and disappeared between the furniture, hoping to have lost my tail.

      I was now cowering behind one of the large bookshelves. My knees were bloody from where they had hit the gravel each time I had fallen down, from the countless times they had slithered across the tiny stones.

      The blood on my face was almost dry. My hands had drawn large traces on my too fair skin where they had touched it to wipe away the tears of anger and betrayal.

      My fingers were clutching my ankles, holding my feet in place, and my head was resting against a spot on the bookshelf which was empty.

      I had seen angels and demons in the last few months, I had seen them and remained brave however often they had interfered with my life. I had accepted that they were part of my existence, almost as much as my frequent walks to the graveyard were. But this time was one time too many.

      My breathing was still too fast and it rushed in and out of my lungs uncontrollably. The physical pain was not what bothered me. It was just a humming in the background. I had become almost immune to the constant ache in my limbs. I had suffered too much from it in the last weeks. I was almost as used to it as I was to the fact that Adam wasn’t part of my life anymore. My heart continued pounding no matter what hardship life presented me with. I was a survivor. It wouldn’t even stop at my own command. But there were things I couldn’t take—not now.

      Adam appearing to be a bad guy was one of them. He was the one person I had thought I could rely on—another irony as it turned out he wasn’t. He had betrayed me so easily; the one man I had once trusted with all, my life and my soul. The man I still loved.

      I was positive there wasn’t a place in this world where I was safe now. I was sure he would find me where ever I went—so I might as well stay right here.

      There was just one thing that broke through my wall of fear and through my concerns; if Adam wanted me dead, he would have had countless opportunities to get rid of me easily; just let me die on the roof instead of stepping in. He wouldn’t even have had to get his hands dirty.

      I felt unearthly lucky that I was still breathing—considering that, measured by common means, I wouldn’t stand a chance against his supernatural powers.

      The door clicked open somewhere behind my back. I shrank against the hard front of the shelf like I had been whipped in the face.

      It was Sunday night. The library was supposed to be closed—at least the sign on the door told it explicitly to everyone who came close enough to read it. I hadn’t locked the door behind me. One simple lock was nothing that would hold back the ones chasing me—neither of them. Most likely they would pop up right in front of me and wouldn’t lift more than a finger to produce the deadly strike.

      My breath had reduced to little more than a thin line of air. The water was beginning to dry from my eyes but I didn’t dare blink. I was paralyzed by how much I was at the mercy of the shadow which was drawing nearer in slow steps.

      Within a few more steps he was close enough for me to measure his face. He was standing between the door and me, looking exactly the same as always, except that he wasn’t looking the same at all. For a minute, I searched for what made him look so different. His face was perfectly calm with a hint of strain making his forehead crumple. The collar of his shirt was sprinkled with dirt, the traces of it reaching down to his knees. He looked as if he had laid on the wet ground.

      The madness in his eyes was gone. I could tell as I leaned towards him without thinking.

      Adam didn’t move nor show any other sign he had the intention of attacking me any second. He looked as innocent, as angelic as ever.

      I shuddered involuntarily at the thought of how quickly he would be able to knock me out if he wanted to; it would be so fast.

      The way he kept looking at me, unmoving, made me feel tied to the spot with just his eyes. His features were perfectly calm, but the light-green mirrors between his eyelids began to show first signs of distress. They followed the motion of my breath and I noticed how the air from my lungs came more heavily every time I exhaled under his stare.

      I shrank back into the the shelf, hoping that there would be more space behind my back, and hit my spine on the wooden boards. New tears shot into my reddened eyes. There was a silhouette moving beyond the veil of wet. I blinked to clear my view, and when I could see clearly again, the silhouette was filling my entire field of vision.

      “Adam,” I croaked, unable to put out the scream I felt like throwing at him.

      To my surprise, he flinched at the tone of my voice. I was surprised myself—that I had been able to speak at all.

      “Why are you so scared?” he asked, velvet. It reminded me a lot of the Adam I used to know, the Adam I trusted. I cringed away from him instead of letting him reassure me. Treacherous piece of shit! The voice inside my head and I were in accord for once.

      “Do it!” the scream finally escaped my lips. It carried all the betrayal that was settling inside of me. “Do it, if you have to,” I looked him straight in the eye. “But don’t play with me like a wolf does with a wounded doe!” I took a deep breath and sat straight, ignoring my body screaming as I forced it to straighten. I would die with my head high, eye to eye with my fate.

      Adam lifted his hand slowly enough for my weak eyes to track the movement. It was just a moment though, until it lay at my throat, near my collarbone.

      My skin felt cold where he touched it. I shuddered and shrank back into the wooden boards behind me once more, hurting my sore back even worse.

      “What’s wrong, Claire?” he murmured into the silence of the library. “Why are you so afraid?”

      His hand pressed against my skin harder, pinning me to the spot, and my entire body protested. I felt like vomiting from all the pain and fear I had been going through.

      “It’s me, Adam,” he lured, his eyes glowing softly as he spoke. They didn’t look loving or comforting to me anymore—they looked like a predator’s and I was the crushed prey, the weak animal that was cowering under who it recognized would be its death.

      Once again, he opened his mouth to speak. His hand at my throat loosened its weight, giving me more space to breathe.

      “What happened to you that makes you so afraid of me?” He knelt down beside me and his hand glided down from my throat along my arm to find my hand at the end of it. He squeezed it lightly.

      “I’m sorry I was gone so long,” he apologized. “I should have taken better care of you,” he blamed himself for how I was reacting to him right now; and it was his fault. If he hadn’t tried to kill me half an hour ago—again—I might not be afraid at all. I shuddered and let the sensation extend to my hands, hoping to shake out of his grip.

      “What’s wrong, Claire?” he reacted. “What happened?”

      “Are you honestly asking me this?” I threw at him coldly. I tried to force him back with just the stare of my eyes, fury raging inside me.

      He looked at me defensively and his hand left my skin.

      I shied away to one side, towards the end of the shelf.

      “What have I done to you, that you are afraid of me?” Adam’s voice was the one panicked now, his eyes alarmed and the glowing gone.

      What did he want from me? Why did he torture me by letting me live? Wouldn’t it be a sign of mercy, of the love we had once shared, if he just finished me off?

      He watched me slide farther away from him wordlessly, and then when I had brought some welcome space between us, he popped up right in front of me.

      “You are going to tell me what’s wrong!” he demanded, shouting now. His lips were trembling at the force of the emotions that were filling the room. He looked at me, desperate and full of fear himself.

      “Why don’t you just do it?” I shouted back at him.

      “Do what?” He didn’t stop shouting; he screamed right into my face, shaking my shoulders so hard that my head hit the board behind me again.

      “Kill me! Get on with it and do it!” My words hung heavy in the air between us for a moment; and then Adam was gone. The spot he had been kneeling in was empty and I was staring into the half-light of the library.

      “Kill you—” he said from a few feet away.

      I turned my head to look at him. He looked at me with his mouth gaping, eyes uncomprehending, until after an endless couple of seconds, he blinked and moved his lips.

      “Why would I do that?” His voice sounded truthful and his face looked almost innocent, taken aback by my accusation.

      “You already tried earlier today, remember?” I asked coldly, dreading the moment he would. It was almost schizophrenic the way he had forgotten within minutes that he had intended to kill me. I stared at him, ambivalent whether or not I wanted an answer.

      Adam was frozen for a minute and then he jumped to his feet so quickly that I couldn’t follow the movement.

      “Oh no!” He took a step as if he was intending to pace the room and then he was right in front of me, too quick for my eyes to see. “Damn!” The next moment he was at the other end of the shelf. He kicked the air with one of his feet.

      He hissed and swirled around until he was facing me.

      His eyes were dark with comprehension and his features were formed into a bitter mask.

      He cursed as he walked back down towards me, moving forwards slowly enough for me to suspect he was trying to stretch the time until he had to tell me what was going on as long as possible.

      I had expected anything but this reaction. It made my fear slowly fade into curiosity.

      “What is it, Adam?” I asked before I could swallow back the words.

      Adam took another step and a deep breath before he came to a halt in front of me.

      “I can’t kill you,” he stated.

      I looked at him, still scared, while waiting for more. He looked back at me, his face set into the same mask, his hands balling into fists; but nothing came for a long minute.

      “I must kill you,” he murmured then.

      “What?” I spluttered out before I could help it.

      My heart jumped into my throat and hammered violently.

      I was surprised as Adam let himself sink to the floor in front of me, cross-legged, and opened his mouth.

      “I must kill you,” he said slowly, like he was speaking from a different time, a different world, his eyes growing distant, almost like he was just beginning to comprehend. “They said, I must.”

      “Who?” my voice raced out of my mouth.

      “The others.”

      “Adam, I don’t understand.” His family was trying to protect me. They would never... “Who are you talking about?”

      “Volpert, Maureen, Blackbird—my family.”

      “Demons,” I gasped.

      “If that’s what they are…,” he shrugged.

      “Adam, you have a different family. A father, a brother.”

      “If I do, I can’t remember.” His face was indifferent.

      There was something about his behavior that made me think his family wasn’t the only thing he couldn’t remember.

      “Do you remember who I am?” I asked, fearing the answer.

      “It doesn’t matter.” He shook his head without giving a real answer. “I don’t have a choice.” His eyes were sad. He almost looked like the Adam I had fallen in love with, the Adam I had trusted, the Adam I still loved.

      I stared at him, processing what he had just said.

      “Why?” It was a mere breath. I felt that he was struggling. If I could only get him to tell me who was pressuring him.

      His eyes bore into mine and I lost track of time. There was no hint of the angelic glow they used to hold. They were empty.

      “What happened to you?” Whatever it was that made him do this, it wasn’t him alone. Even if he couldn’t remember any of his past, he would never hurt me. There was something more to this. More than was visible. More than he would tell.

      If I could only buy some time, maybe Jaden or Ben would come to help. If they had found the note.

      I had to give it a try.

      “It’s me, Claire... your Claire...” My voice sounded surreal as I was listening to my own words, hoping they would trigger his memory.

      A simple nod was all I got in return. It wasn’t a nod of agreement or a nod of understanding. It was a nod of determination. I could see what was about to come. And it was inevitable. I stood no chance against him. Not if his mind was set.
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      I was staring at my fate. Wide-eyed. Adam was beautiful; even now I couldn’t deny the fact.

      His face was determined, but his eyes showed hesitation. It made me believe there was still something in him that cared about me.

      I didn’t have time to ponder that. The room suddenly brightened up. Four sources of light were framing Adam. Each of them had a pair of strong, white wings.

      Before I could make out their faces, Adam’s hand reached out to touch me. It was only a fraction of a second and he was pinned to the floor by three of the four angels. The fourth had taken a stand in front of me. He was holding out his arms protectively, shielding me from Adam—and blocking the view.

      I recognized the shape. It was Ben.

      “Are you alright?” he asked, alarmed.

      I nodded and tried to see around him. What were they doing to Adam?

      Ben stepped aside and my eyes found Adam crouching on the floor with tied up hands and feet. Chris and Jaden were holding him at each arm. He wasn’t fighting them. Jenna stood beside them, ready to jump in any second.

      “Get her out of here,” Jenna instructed Ben.

      A moment later, I found myself in the Gallagers’ library. I didn’t even get the chance to object.

      I wanted to be there. I needed to be there. Frustration got the best of me and I considered yelling at Ben, well-aware that I had brought this upon myself. Instead, I decided for calm cooperation.

      “Where are they taking him?” I requested.

      “They’ll be here any second.” Ben stared at me accusingly. “How could you do this to me?”

      Naturally he was referring to my solo-initiative. He was right. There was no excuse.

      “I was on duty tonight and you slipped out right under my nose.” He sounded upset. “And I didn’t notice.” He shook his head at himself.

      There was more to it than just his anger with me. He was upset with himself for having missed my intentions. Had he paid better attention, he might have read the coming betrayal in my emotions. But he hadn’t. He had trusted me.

      Ben’s disappointment stung like a thorn in my side.

      Are you happy now? the voice mocked, taking advantage of my moment of clarity.

      “Ben, I am sorry.”

      “No, Claire,” he fumed. “Sorry is not good enough—”

      He turned away and took a deep breath.

      His wings were folded on his back, rising gently with the movement of his chest. When he exhaled, they quivered slightly.

      I stared in awe.

      “Do you have any idea what it was like to find your note with you gone?”

      My head sank in guilt.

      “Or the voicemail.” He turned back and his expression hadn’t changed. “Thank God I heard that one in time. Who knows what would have happened if we had showed up a minute later.”

      A minute, the voice in the back of my head joined the conversation. You mean a second.

      Disappointment was still obvious in Ben’s features, but there was something else, I had never seen there before... And he was so anxiously trying to hide it.

      “Ben, I am so sorry.” I took a step towards him. “I know I made a mistake. But I couldn’t just let this chance to see him go.”

      Ben looked at me with liquid steel eyes.

      “He would have killed you. If we hadn’t showed up, you would be dead now.” He took a step towards me, his eyes denying the possibility of my death being caused by his slip. “I wouldn’t be able to live with that.”

      “Ben—”

      I wanted to tell him it wasn’t up to him what I decided to do with my life...

      He caught me off guard, pulling me into a tight embrace and placed a kiss on my cheek.

      I blinked at him in surprise and pushed myself gently away from him. “Ben...”

      “I can’t lose you, Claire.”

      Ben tilted his head to the side and looked at me from under his eyelashes. Why again did he have to look so much like Adam when he did that? Looking at him hurt. It was a constant reminder of what had happened to Adam.

      We stood there for a minute or longer. There was nothing more I could tell him; and he knew it.

      Ben was hurting, and it was my fault.

      I was waiting for guilt to consume me, when four figures appeared out of thin air right next to us.

      “Jaden,” I squeaked at the first one I recognized.

      He didn’t look up. He was busy holding down the struggling bundle that was hidden behind him and Jenna.

      “Adam—” My hands flapped over my mouth like they were trying to catch the word before it was out.

      “Stand back,” Jaden instructed.

      Ben’s arm reflexively slung around my shoulders and pulled me to his side, further away from the four of them.

      I got to my toes, trying to see around them.

      Adam was half-laying, half-sitting on the library floor. His hands and legs tied-up. His face was hidden in the shadow of his black mane. Jaden and Jenna were holding him down while Chris’ hands were laying on Adam’s shoulder.

      The struggling got less intense by the second and finally ceased completely

      “Oh my God,” I couldn’t keep myself from speaking. “Is he alright?”

      Ben let go of me and took a step towards his half-brother, who was now lying there, motionless.

      “I think so,” Jenna answered my question. She let go of Adam and sat down on the floor beside him, right next to Chris, who wouldn’t let go of Adam’s shoulders.

      Jaden was the only one still on alert. He checked the rope on Adam’s wrists and ankles.

      I followed Ben’s lead and stepped closer. Adam’s face was now clearly visible in the low light. It looked pale and cold.

      “Are you sure he is alright?” I tried again.

      Jaden abandoned his inspection and gave me a warning look.

      “He is knocked out,” he explained. “He’ll live.”

      He grabbed my arm. “How could you do this?”

      I was startled by his harsh tone.

      “If I had told you about Adam’s message earlier, you wouldn’t have let me go—” I excused my actions.

      “Adam sent you a message?” Jaden exploded. I had never seen him this furious. “And you didn’t bother telling me?”

      “I needed to see him.”

      “Do you have any idea what we all went through after Ben found your note?”

      I shrank with every word he spoke. He was right. It had been wrong.

      “If I’d seen another way, do you really think I would have gone?”

      “You are right, if it had been up to me, you would have never walked out that door.” Jaden was standing only an inch away from me. He pulled me against his chest and whispered in my ear. “You know what happens to me if I fail to keep you safe. This isn’t just about you anymore.”

      “We were so worried,” Jenna’s voice came from behind Jaden. “I wish you would have trusted us enough to tell us.”

      Her hurt tone was even worse than Jaden’s fury.

      “I am sorry.” My eyes wandered back towards Adam’s limp body.

      “Can’t anyone see the positive side of this?” Chris got to his feet. “Yes, we all were worried and had to put ourselves at unnecessary risk. But on the other hand—look what we came home with.”

      He gestured at his son, who was still and pale and none of us knew what to expect once he woke up.

      “True.” Jaden stepped away from me and knelt down beside Adam. “Who would have thought that we would capture him this fast.”

      “What next?” Ben was looking down at his brother with a crease on his forehead.

      “We get him to talk,” Jaden answered.

      Jenna frowned at him, full of disapproval. “We will find out what he knows. But nobody will hurt him.”

      “Do we know what he is capable of?” Ben asked.

      “He has tried to kill Claire twice. Isn’t that enough?” Jaden answered icily.

      Ben was right. I had felt his powers on my own body, and it hadn’t been a mind-easing experience. None of us knew the full extent of his demon-powers.

      “How can we make sure he doesn’t attack when he wakes up?”

      “Enough,” Chris stopped us all. “This is my son we are talking about.”

      His eyes were glowing. The others had made their wings disappear, but Chris’ wings were still floating at his sides.

      “How long will he be asleep?” I finally dared to ask.

      “A couple of hours maybe,” Jaden estimated. “At least that’s how long it lasts for humans. I have never actually sent a demon to sleep like this before.”

      He looked at the Gallagers. “We need to be prepared for him to wake up earlier.”

      They all nodded in unison.

      The way Adam was lying on the floor made my heart break.

      “Can we put him on a bed?” I suggested.

      The others looked at me.

      “Or at least put a pillow under his head?”

      “We can put him in his room,” Jenna agreed that Adam deserved better.

      She exchanged a meaningful look with Chris.

      “We left everything the way it was.” Chris lifted Adam from the floor gently and started walking.

      We followed him along the hallway until Jenna opened the door to the memories of the happiest days of my life.

      Adam’s room was exactly how I remembered it. The couch was covered in books and one of Adam’s shirts was draped over the armrest. The wrought iron bed was covered in the same plain red sheets it had the last time I laid there with Adam.

      Goosebumps rose on my neck. The last time I had been here was the night Adam was hit by the demons. We had kissed right here in this room.

      Chris walked towards the bed slowly. His wings were floating behind him. It was an image like from an old bible. Except for the ropes on Adam’s wrists and ankles.

      I could see the love of a father for his son in every step he took. How he carefully placed Adam’s head on a pillow and slid the blanket over his legs.

      Jenna sat down on the edge of the bed and placed her hands on Adam’s.

      “Welcome home,” she said and placed a kiss on his forehead.

      Ben was watching them from a few feet away. There was conflict visible in his features.

      He caught me staring and smoothed his expression. I gave him a smile.

      This was good. Adam was alive. He was with us.

      “I’ll stay with him until he wakes up,” Ben offered.

      “Me, too.” I wouldn’t leave his side until I knew what was going on inside his head. I needed to know what he had meant earlier. If there was any part of him that still loved me.

      “I’m not going to leave his side,” Chris positioned himself on the other side of the bed.

      “I guess we are all staying,” Jaden noted and settled down on the couch, pulling me down with him.

      “You need to rest,” he told me and pulled me against his side.

      It seemed he had forgiven me, and I relaxed under his touch when he placed his hand on my head and sent me into a dreamless sleep.

      

      “... if he attacks.”

      “Let’s assume he does. It’s not safe for her to be here.”

      “She’ll be target number one.”

      Low murmurs woke me up. I couldn’t tell what time it was, but it was still dark outside. I closed my eyes again and listened to the voices.

      “Should we get her out of here?” I made out Ben’s whisper.

      “It would be the smartest option. But where? Who can we trust to protect her in case Volpert decides to go after her?” Jaden pointed out. “And trust me, he will.”

      They were discussing shipping me off. I couldn’t let that happen. Not now that Adam was finally within reach.

      “Do you think they have figured out yet, that he is gone?”

      “Well, it’s likely. But we can’t be certain. If Adam was by himself when they met, there is a good chance the demons have no clue—” It was Chris. “But we haven’t taken the time to ask Claire what exactly happened. Maybe we should wake her up—”

      “I’m awake,” I claimed. “I’ll tell you everything, but please don’t make me leave. I need to be here.”

      “You are awake,” Jaden noted.

      “For a while,” I let him know I had heard everything.

      I turned to Chris. “To answer your question, it was a trap. Maureen was there.”

      “Maureen? Adam’s ex?” Ben asked incredulously.

      “Exactly.” The hair on my neck stood up at the thought of her.

      “She is a demon?” Jenna wanted to know.

      “Not sure.” I wondered myself. She hadn’t used any powers herself. All she had done was insult and threaten me, and order Adam to kill me.

      “She must have made Adam send the message. She seemed to control him somehow.”

      “What did she want?”

      “She seemed to have been on a revenge trip. She claimed I stole Adam from her—which I didn’t—”

      “That’s not entirely true,” Chris interrupted.

      What was he referring to? “I didn’t even know Adam when they broke up.”

      “I remember the short period of time he was dating Maureen,” Chris explained. “He was happy. And then, from one day to the next he cut her out and started to fantasize about a dream-girl.”

      That must have been the night he’d had the emotional vision of me. Adam hadn’t known it was me, then. He’d just been waiting to meet a face to match the vision. And he had been sure it wasn’t Maureen.

      Having experienced how painful it is to be rejected by Adam, even after all she had done to me, I felt sympathy for her.

      “Anyway, Maureen had access to Adam, that means she must be connected to the demons somehow,” I steered the topic away from my part in the jealousy drama. “She has a silver pendant, just like Volpert.”

      “Can you draw it?” Jaden asked.

      I wasn’t much of an artist, but I could remember the pendant well enough to sketch it.

      I nodded.

      Jenna grabbed a piece of paper from the old davenport in the corner and handed it to me along with a pencil.

      Jaden watched how I slowly guided the pencil over the white surface. When I was halfway through the curved pattern, he swiped the paper from under my hands and held it up.

      “I recognize this—” he mused, holding it up in front of him. “It’s a...”

      A groan from the other part of the room claimed all our attention.

      Adam was moving his head from side to side like he was having a bad dream.

      “He is waking up.” Chris teleported from the couch to the bed before he had even finished the sentence.

      The others followed. I was the only one to walk at human speed.

      I stood next to Jenna and Ben by the side of the bed, unable to move any closer.

      Jaden and Chris were sitting on each side of Adam, both ready to react.

      The tension was unbearable. I chewed my lower lip and waited.

      When Adam’s eyes fluttered, my teeth cut into my lip. I tasted blood and my heart rate went up, my system all alert and prepared to run.

      You have been waiting for this, the voice in my head came to life. Are you really going to run?

      His eyes fell on Chris first.

      “Welcome home, Adam,” Chris spoke.

      There was no hint of recognition in Adam’s expression. His face remained a pale mask. He raised his arms and looked at the rope on his wrists.

      Chris watched him with concern. Jaden was ready to do what ever was necessary.

      Adam didn’t try to free himself. Instead, he tried to sit up a little, and realized his legs were also tied.

      “I am so sorry, Adam,” Jenna apologized when she helped him sit up so he could lean against the headboard. “This is a necessary precaution.”

      Adam looked back at the rope and then up at Ben, who had sat down on the bed next to Chris.

      I watched the scene with growing concern. It seemed like he didn’t recognize any of them.

      He looked around the room for a while before he spotted me behind Jenna.

      When he laid eyes on me, they were searching my face for something. Insufferable tension spread inside my chest. He saw me, but did he see me?

      Adam blinked several times.

      “Where am I?” he asked and closed his eyes.

      His voice was low and rough, like he had a dry throat. The sound matched his pale skin.

      “You are home,” Chis put his hand on Adam’s shoulder lightly.

      “This is not my home,” Adam stated. Chris flinched.

      “Where are the others?”

      “Who is he talking about?” I heard Ben whisper at Jenna.

      “My family,” Adam answered Ben’s question. “Volpert, Maureen, Blackbird—”

      The three Gallagers turned almost as pale as Adam at the names he spoke.

      “Adam, we are your family,” Jenna finally spoke. “Chris, your father.” She gestured at him. “Ben, your brother. And myself.”

      Adam took a long look at each of them before he finally turned to Chris.

      “Can I go back to the others?”

      Chris and Jenna exchanged one of their looks again. It was like a secret language only they understood.

      “You look hungry, Adam,” Chris finally said, evading Adam’s request. “Why don’t I get you something to eat?”

      “I actually am hungry,” he realized.

      Jenna nodded.

      “You got this?” Chris asked Jaden.

      Jaden gave a thumbs up and moved closer.

      “I’ll get you something from the kitchen.” Within a heartbeat, Chris was gone.

      I was positive that he needed a moment alone to process things. It must be horrible for him. It certainly was for me, and I was only his—what was I?

      Even though I still carried part of his soul inside of me, his angel-part was dead. He probably didn’t even feel that he had marked me once.

      I still didn’t dare speak to him. I had been craving this moment, that I could finally get answers. But now that it was here, I couldn’t bring myself to speak.

      It had been easier when he had been about to kill me. We had been alone. My disappointment had been mine, and mine alone. Whatever Adam triggered now, everybody else in the room felt it as much as I did. Once more, I was transparent.

      It was very quiet in the room. My heartbeat seemed to be the loudest sound. Jaden was sitting calmly, prepared to step in if necessary.

      Adam had closed his eyes again. The way he was laying there stone-like, motionless, made my heart race in panic. It reminded me too much of a dead body.

      Ben noticed my uneasiness and came closer, an arm outstretched to wrap it around me. I didn’t object.

      It was less than five minutes when Chris returned with a small, sandwich-loaded tray in his hands and Antonio at his heels.

      Chris set the tray down on the bedside table while Antonio trotted up to the bed. His snout nudged Adam’s arm lightly and he gave a soft bark. The dog obviously recognized Adam. That was a good thing.

      Adam reached out his bound hands slowly to touch the dog’s head and his fingertips brushed the soft, brown fur.

      Jenna smiled at the gesture. I almost wanted to join her at the sign of recall, but my smile froze before it had a chance to spread on my face.

      Antonio yelped and within seconds sagged to the floor. There was no sign of life left in him.

      We all stared at the dog, horror-struck. What had just happened?

      “Thank you,” Adam broke the silence. “I do feel much better.”

      Jaden was the first to react. He seized Adam’s hands at the wrists and jerked them out of reach of Jenna, who jumped off the bed.

      Chris knelt down to check on Antonio and shook his head. The dog was dead.

      I felt all the pain of the past months and all the bottled-up fear break free from my chest and shower down on Adam as I screamed at him in exasperation.

      “You just killed your dog! Why on earth would you kill your dog?”

      The Gallagers stared at me, alarmed and surprised by my reaction.

      Adam’s eyes locked on mine. They had more life than earlier tonight.

      “He said he would get me something to eat.” His tone was apologetic. “I thought the dog—”

      Adam looked down at the dead body, then his gaze fell on the bedside table and it hit him.

      “The sandwiches—” he muttered, apprehension written in his features, “—not the dog—”

      For a second I felt the urge to laugh at the absurdity of what had just happened. The next second I grasped the meaning of it. Adam gained his energy from other creatures. He fed off souls, like demons did.

      Chris disappeared with the dead dog.

      “Time for nice is over,” Jaden announced. “We need to know what you know.”

      Adam eyed my guardian angel innocently.

      “Let’s start easy. What’s your name?” Jaden demanded.

      “Everybody calls me Adam,” Adam replied, confusion surfacing in his features.

      “Who are we?” Jaden pushed.

      “I have never met any of you in my life.” Adam’s eyes wandered back to me. “Except for her.”

      “What do you know about her?” Jaden’s tone was harsh. I was glad he was on my side.

      “She is the target,” Adam admitted. “Volpert said she needs to die.”

      We looked at each other for a moment. There was something about his gaze that told me there was more. It was the same thing he hadn’t told me earlier. What ever reason he had to kill me, it hadn’t been him to put the target on my back.

      As Maureen had mentioned, Adam was a tool.

      “And yet, you didn’t kill her,” Jaden continued his interrogation. “You had the chance twice, and you didn’t follow through.”

      “That’s because I am weak.” Adam lowered his gaze, embarrassed.

      “That’s because deep down you know there is more to this girl than whatever Volpert has told you,” Ben reminded his brother.

      “There is something familiar about her. Like I know her from a different life—”

      It was unbearable to hear him speak about me in third person when I was standing right there. My legs carried me towards the bed before I could stop them.

      I sat down just out of his reach and folded my hands in my lap.

      “But it’s not just him who wants you dead,” Adam finally spoke to me. “Maureen wants it, too.”

      “Why?” Jaden wanted to know.

      “I don’t know exactly.” Adam looked lost. “They all keep talking about revenge—but I can’t remember... anything.”

      Chris returned as Adam was speaking. He gave Jenna another look and came to stand beside me.

      Adam looked up at Chris. “I am sorry about your dog.”

      Chris nodded.

      “What’s the first thing you can remember?” Jaden pushed, ignoring the moment.

      If Adam could feel remorse, there must be a spark of good left in him.

      “It’s not far back. I woke up in the dark and I had to dig myself out of the soil,” Adam diverged into his oldest memory. “I was in a graveyard. It was raining.”

      Adam’s eyes were gazing into the past as he sat up. Jaden moved closer, ready to act, but Adam stayed still.

      “I ran—I ran until I realized I wouldn’t get tired. I hid in the woods. And then they found me.”

      He was speaking of the demons again.

      “I was alone and scared. I couldn’t remember who I was. They took me in. They showed me how to feed, they explained to me how my powers work—they saved me.” His eyes returned to the present. “They are the only family I have.”

      My heart sank with every sentence he spoke. He couldn’t remember who he was; or who he had been. That meant that he really didn’t remember his family or me.

      Chris sighed quietly beside me.

      “If I had known, I would have stayed and waited for you to wake up,” he promised. “I would have protected you. You are my son. I would have done anything to bring you home safely.”

      Adam eyed his father, his face guarded.

      “Did Volpert tell you who you are?” Jaden went back to questioning Adam.

      He shook his head. “I am a demon, that’s all I know. I exist to punish those who hurt our cause.”

      I shuddered. The man who was sitting on the bed was nothing like the Adam I had known. He was like a fragment of a broken vase.

      “You are more than that,” Chris informed Adam. “You have angelic heritage. You died to protect Claire—” Chris gestured at me.

      “Why would I protect her?”

      Adam’s words were like a dagger to my heart. His expression was suddenly cautious.

      “Volpert warned me you would try to turn me. You would sweet-talk me, give me a reason to doubt that she deserves to die.” Adam reached out his bound hands toward me.

      “Enough,” Jaden shot at him just before his skin touched my arm. “You won’t touch Claire.” He looked ready to throttle Adam, who pulled back his hands immediately.

      I could only imagine what was going on inside Jaden’s head. He saw the threat right in front of him and yet he couldn’t get rid of Adam like he would have disposed of any other demon.

      “Claire, move away from him,” Jaden instructed.

      “He won’t hurt me,” I insisted, but I slid back until I was next to Adam’s feet, knowing better than to challenge Jaden. Adam’s eyes didn’t blink as he continued to look at me.

      “That’s enough for today,” Chris finally decided.

      Jaden agreed. “It’s late at night. We all need some rest.”

      I watched Chris gently push Adam back into the pillows and Adam’s eyes close at Chris’ touch. He was putting him to sleep the same way as he had earlier.

      Jenna and Ben had watched everything quietly. I had almost forgotten they were there when Ben spoke.

      “What are we going to do?”

      Chris shook his head. “We need to find a way to bring back his memory.”

      “It’s worse than I had expected,” Jenna joined in. “He seems to be loyal to them. As long as he can’t remember who he really is, this is going to be impossible to deal with.”

      “I hate to agree,” Jaden spoke in a heavy voice. “But If we don’t get him to remember, it might be too dangerous to keep him alive—”

      “Don’t even think that,” I fired at him. “Don’t you dare consider that. It is not an option.”

      He couldn’t honestly believe that I would stand by and let him execute Adam.

      “Chris,” I looked to him for help.

      Judging from the look on Chris’ face, I knew I had an ally. Chris wouldn’t let his son die, neither would Jenna or Ben.

      “We need a way to control him, though,” Jenna suggested. “You saw how fast he killed Antonio. We didn’t even realize what he was doing until it was too late.”

      “We can’t let our guard down,” Chris agreed.

      The Gallagers and Jaden watched Adam sleep for a minute or two before they decided who would take the first watch.

      “You go to bed,” Jenna instructed Ben and me and ushered us out the door.

      Jenna, Chris, and Jaden stayed behind, discussing arrangements and potential scenarios.

      “Doesn’t look good,” Ben commented as we were walking down the hall side by side.

      I wasn’t sure what he meant. Not good for Adam, for me, for all of us? But I didn’t bother asking. My head was full with the events of the evening.

      “Good night, Ben.”

      I slouched down to the guest room, not even bothering to look where I was setting my stumbling feet, too tired to pay attention. All I could think of was that HE was alive; in whatever obscure way he existed, all that mattered to me right now was that he existed.

      It was a miracle how I had made it through the night without exploding.

      My hand pulled back the sheets and I climbed in, fully dressed, unable to think straight.

      All the bliss of that unbelievable moment when Adam had recognized that it was me, the moment he had reacted to me, was replaying in my mind, and all I could do was be the quiet observer; I had no chance of turning my brain off, of calming. I was caught in an endless loop. Adam was just a few rooms away. He was really there. It still felt like a dream.

      My body was heavy as it finally hit the pillows. I felt as if I was sinking through the mattress into the ground.

      Get a grip, I told myself and inhaled deeply and exhaled quietly and slowly, trying to calm down and process what had happened.

      I was dead-exhausted, but the scene kept spinning in my mind; and Adam was the center of everything. His eyes, his hands, his face, his vicious glare as he had approached me.

      I was sure he had recognized me. It had been obvious in his face. He had spoken my name.

      Of course he recognized you, the voice in my head mocked. You are his target. He will end you.
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      It was 4:17 in the morning. Despite exhaustion, I hadn’t slept at all. The fact that Adam was only a few rooms away was keeping me up.

      I needed to find a way to confront him alone. At least without the whole family watching. Something told me he would be more receptive to my words than to anyone else.

      If I waited too long, I might not get the chance. And I couldn’t sleep, so why prolong the wait?

      My toes touched the wooden floor noiselessly. A few steps to the door. I would sneak out of the room like I had done the night before.

      When I reached the hallway, there was a crack of light visible from the other end. The door to Adam’s room wasn’t shut completely. There was no sound to be heard except for my accelerated breath.

      I rushed towards the seam of light, always careful to not fall over my own feet and wake up the entire house, and gently pushed the door open.

      Adam was laying in the exact same position as he had, when I left. Jaden was sitting at his side. He looked up when he heard me tiptoe toward the bed.

      “You are not supposed to be here,” he whispered.

      “I can’t sleep,” I justified my presence.

      Jaden’s face showed that he felt how much I needed to be here. He wouldn’t throw me out.

      “Is he still sleeping?” I crawled onto the bed beside Jaden and settled there.

      He bobbed his head.

      “Can I talk to him?”

      “You can tell him anything you want,” Jaden informed me. “But I doubt he will hear it. He is in deep sleep.”

      I wasn’t sure if Jaden was right. He had erred once in assuming I wouldn’t feel anything or hear anything when he had put me to sleep like he had Adam. At the demons’ house I had been aware of everything—it had just felt like a dream.

      “Is it safe to touch his hands?” I asked Jaden’s opinion.

      “As long as he doesn’t wake, he can’t do you any harm.

      I scooted closer and lay my hand on Adam’s. The mere touch comforted me. It made Adam real.

      “You have no idea how much I have missed you these past months,” I whispered.

      I refused to look at him as an evil creature. Even if the glorious angel had died, he was still Adam—to a certain extent.

      My mind replayed his funeral for me in a vicious attempt to pull me back into the darkness and pain.

      I didn’t let it. Adam was alive. I was touching his precious hands in mine right now. I could feel his skin. He was alive.

      My heart felt hot for a second. Just like the broken part was sealing itself back together.

      Jaden was examining me from the side as I slowly bent over and placed a kiss on Adam’s forehead.

      He was taking in every input he could possibly get, reading my emotions, just so he would be prepared to react in case he needed to.

      However prepared he was, he wasn’t ready to handle what happened the moment my lips brushed Adam’s skin.

      Adam freed his arms and legs in a swift movement; he tore the ropes by simply pulling his wrists and ankles apart.

      He must have stayed bound by choice if it was this easy for him to free himself.

      His hands grasped my shoulders within a fraction of a second.

      I jerked back, surprised by his sudden action. He let me pull back half a foot before he locked me in place. Just far enough that I could see his eyes burst open.

      Jaden moved at my side. I saw him reach for Adam’s arm in an attempt to free me. Adam was faster. His hand released my arm for an indistinct moment and Jaden crashed to the floor on the other side of the bed, out of sight.

      “Is he dead?” my voice found it’s way out my mouth.

      Adam’s eyes were staring at me unblinking. They weren’t staring at me, they were staring right into me.

      “Just knocked out.” His voice was husky.

      I took a deep breath, relieved that the hit hadn’t been fatal. Knowing Jaden, he would be awake in no time.

      Adam’s expression claimed my attention. There was a hunger in his gaze I had seen before. He was craving my soul.

      My heart was flying at an uncontrollable speed. I felt sweat on my neck. And then I felt a hollow echo around my stomach.

      I had never experienced anything like it. It was like hunger, but not for food. I needed pure energy and I could sense it in the air.

      Adam was observing me with his pale-green eyes, his hands still clutching my arms.

      Something inside of me urged me to run. I ignored that more sane part of me easily at the sight of Adam’s face. I wasn’t afraid.

      My hands found their way onto Adam’s chest by themselves. They were searching for something intangible. Something I wanted to rip from him. A new type of excitement surged inside of me.

      Adam let go of me and pushed my hands aside.

      The moment his touch disappeared, I sank back, my sensations back to normal. What had just happened? A wave of shame washed over me.

      “Who are you?” he requested, watching every single one of my emotions cross my face.

      “Claire,” I used the easiest option.

      I waited for him to attack me, but he didn’t. Instead, he watched me with curiosity while I fidgeted nervously.

      “I know that,” Adam informed me. “Everybody keeps telling me, you are Claire—” He lifted a hand and pulled a strand of hair, that had gotten caught on a button of my blouse, back behind my shoulder.

      This simple gesture was like a soothing balm. I wanted to lean into him and put my arms around him, but this time I listened to the voice that was calling for caution.

      “—but who is this Claire?” His eyes searched mine. “Why do they want you dead? What did you do to upset them?”

      It was difficult to hold his gaze. It was intense, almost burning.

      I couldn’t answer right away.

      “You won’t believe me if I tell you,” I challenged him, well-aware that I was at his mercy. He could kill me at any moment if he decided to. But there was something about the way he was looking at me for answers that made me confident I had a few more hours to live.

      “I have no memories of my past, Claire.” He gave me a look that induced pity. “But your face has been haunting my dreams.”

      I froze. He had been haunting my dreams.

      “You keep showing up and my dark dreams become bright and colorful. It’s like you own the key to a different me. Someone I might have been, but cannot find inside myself anymore.

      “Help me figure out who I am by telling me who you are.”

      I sat there for a while, letting his words sink in. How much could I tell him? Would he believe me? I simply had to try. I didn’t know how much time we had left before Jaden would wake up.

      “Adam, it is not important who I am. What is important, is who you were.”

      I drew up all the courage I could find and told Adam what he needed to hear.

      “Adam, you were born a hybrid. One of your parents was part-angel the other one part-demon.

      “Not too long ago, you were hit in a fight and part of your hybrid-being died.”

      I tried to stick to the truth as much as I could without exposing anyone.

      “That’s when you lost your memory. And when you lost your memory of your angel-past, you lost all memory of me.”

      Adam was hanging on my every word.

      “I was part of that angel-past.” I swallowed at the images that were flaring up in my mind. “I used to be an important part of your life.”

      “How important?” he demanded.

      “Very important,” I said quietly.

      “Most important,” Adam mused.

      The way he said it made me smile. It made him appear almost human.

      “Why do they want to take revenge on you?” he asked after watching me with tightened eyes for a minute.

      “I got away twice.” What was the point in denying it? “The first time I got away, another demon was killed.”

      “You killed him?” Adam interrupted.

      “No,” I had to laugh. “I am not that strong. I was being held and tortured to get to you. Someone else made sure I got out safely and disposed of Alabaster on our way out.” What had happened at the demons’ house seemed like a different life to me now.

      “The second time?” Adam wanted to know.

      “You stepped in before they could kill me.” The memory of the horrible night on the roof filled my head and I flinched. “I wish it had been me.”

      “That’s how that other part of me died?”

      I nodded, unable to speak.

      Adam’s hand was on my arm within a heartbeat and warmth spread through my body.

      “You would have given your life for me?”

      I nodded again, finding myself yet again incapable of denying him anything.

      “Who are you, Claire?” he repeated his question.

      The moment it was out I knew I would give him an answer, even if that would cost me my life.

      “I was your soulmate.”

      Adam’s face was serious. The hunger was back in his eyes. I felt it, too. It was spreading through my body like adrenaline.

      Something on the side moved. I made out Jaden from the corner of my eye.

      “Goodbye, Claire,” Adam said and removed his hand from me.

      Jaden leapt across the bed like an attacking predator, but all he hit was the empty spot beside me. Adam was gone.

      “Are you alright?” Jaden asked as he rolled over and sat beside me. “Did he hurt you?”

      If Jaden had experienced any of the scene that had been going on a minute earlier, he wouldn’t ask. He would know that Adam wasn’t going to hurt me—not if it was up to him.

      I shrugged. He was the one we should be worried about, as he was the one Adam had attacked.

      “Are you?”

      “Fine,” he reassured me with a glance down his chest. “Where did he go?”

      Both our eyes automatically searched the part of the bed which had been filled with Adam, and found empty sheets.

      

      Naturally, none of the Gallagers were happy about Adam’s disappearance. Chris was especially affected. He had been counting on having a little more time with his son.

      “He has amnesia,” I repeated for the third or fourth time. “I believe him. He can’t remember who I am.”

      If there was any memory of us left in him, he wouldn’t have left. He would be with me, holding me, kissing me. He wasn’t.

      Ben carried a plate of toast to the kitchen table while Jenna and Chris were placing cutlery between the dishes.

      The Gallagers had decided it was time to send Geoffrey on vacation for a while. Too much was going on and they couldn’t risk that he found out about the family secret.

      Thinking about the kind man, I couldn’t imagine he was suspecting anything. It was right they had taken precautions to eliminate risk for him.

      He would be visiting his nephew in Seattle for two weeks. Enough time for things to turn either direction.

      “We need to get him back.” It was Jenna.

      Chris nodded.

      While they were discussing ways to track Adam and bring him back, my thoughts took a different direction. I felt Adam’s hands on my arms again, the way he had looked at me, as if I had the answers to all his questions.

      “Something really strange happened when he was touching me,” I remembered aloud. An image of Adam’s hungry eyes and my own craving flared up in my head.

      I gave a brief summary of what had happened, watching Jaden’s mouth open in astonishment as I proceeded.

      “This is unexpected,” he commented on my revelation. “I have never heard about anything like it.”

      Ben gazed at me over a slice of toast. There was a heaviness to his look that made me want to hug him. It must be difficult for him to learn so much bad news about his brother.

      I smiled at him in a pang of sympathy. Ben didn’t return the smile. He speared the butter with his knife and spread it on his bread with his full attention.

      By now I had gotten used to being readable to everyone in the room. But the way my body had reacted to Adam’s touch—like it had been mimicking his emotions, his sensations and his desires. That was something entirely new to me.

      “It is like a connection that surpasses death—considering Adam’s angel-self is dead, and so is his human-self.

      “Maybe it’s time we bring in someone who has recently helped us,” Jaden completed his thoughts with a serious look in my direction.

      There was only one person who I could think of who this applied to—Liz.

      When we filled in the others on the plan to involve Liz to find out more about this strange connection between Adam and me, I could already see it in their faces. They were hoping—what ever this connection was—that it would eventually lead us to Adam.

      It wasn’t much later that we were walking up the stairs to the library. The street behind us was busy with Monday morning traffic.

      It was before opening hours. We would stop by briefly to get the facts we needed, and then head off to school. I simply couldn’t afford to miss any more days.

      I pulled out the keys.

      When we walked through the entrance door, Liz was standing behind the counter, typing on her phone while balancing a cup of coffee in one hand.

      “Hi, Liz,” I tore her from her activities.

      “Good morning,” she looked up, her expression full of pre-caffeine disapproval and post-weekend grogginess.

      “It’s Monday, Claire,” Liz questioned my entrance. “What are you doing here?”

      Her voice was concerned as she watched me approach the counter, but her bronze face lit up with a broad and knowing smile the second she noticed Jaden beside me.

      He had turned into a fifty-something in the car on our way here.

      Why? I had asked him.

      To get the right answers even faster, he had informed me with an insightful expression.

      I had refrained from asking further questions. I was sure he had a plan. He always did. If appearing as somebody who could be my father worked, then so be it.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Martinez,” Jaden fashioned one of his brightest smiles.

      Liz lowered her coffee cup to the counter and straightened out her maroon sheath dress. Her black hair hid her face when she looked down to check the flowers on the narrow belt.

      “Please, call me Liz.”

      “Very well, Liz. Jaden Ableton.” Jaden shook her hand slowly.

      I watched Liz stare at Jaden for a moment before I dared interrupt.

      “Liz, do you have a minute?”

      She tore her gaze away from Jaden and gave me her full attention. She probably saw the questions in my face.

      “What’s the matter, Claire?” Liz wanted to know. “Judging by your out-of-schedule appearance, there is something you need my help with. Am I right?” She was the bold Latina I remembered.

      She leaned back against the counter, and folded her arms, waiting to hear our request.

      “Liz,” Jaden took over. “We are so entirely grateful for your help with Chris Gallager.” He thanked her.

      “He knows?” Liz asked me without taking her eyes off Jaden, her face suddenly blank.

      “He does.” I was tired and wanted to get this over with, so I didn’t care much for formalities. After all the knowledge we had shared, I knew I could trust Liz with Jaden’s secret.

      “I know more than you can imagine,” Jaden beat me to it. “Thank you for so effectively protecting our secrets and for guarding our history.”

      Liz’ eyes widened in awe when she realized what his words meant. She dropped her head to her chest, bowing to Jaden.

      “It’s an honor, Mr. Ableton.”

      Jaden lay one finger under her chin and lifted up her head. “The honor is mine. Please know that your work and your loyalty to the The Guard are seen and appreciated.”

      Liz’ cheeks blushed. I couldn’t tell if she had ever met an angel before, but it was obvious how devoted she was to her job in the secret organization.

      “Everything you told me about the meditation worked, Liz. Chris is fine.” I let her know that she had helped us a great deal.

      Liz turned to me and smiled the smile of a blind believer who had been rewarded with sight.

      “What can I help you with?” She checked her watch. “We have forty minutes before business hours. Coffee?”

      She still looked slightly dazed when she led us to the small kitchen in the back.

      “Well, there is an issue we need your opinion on,” Jaden started.

      Liz listened to him while getting us a fresh cup of coffee.

      “We recently got into a situation that requires knowledge about a particular type of hybrid. What do you know about angel-demon hybrids?”

      She looked at our expectant faces and held out our cups. “I know all the literature by heart. You need to give me more context.”

      Jaden gave me an unreadable look.

      “The second Gallager son returned from the dead,” he filled Liz in. “We found out that he must have demonic heritage. He returned as one of them. To make things worse, he is suffering from amnesia.

      “But there is one thing that is particularly disturbing about the situation—”

      I flinched at his phrasing.

      “—he has a connection to Claire we don’t fully understand. When he touched her, she felt his hunger for her soul and she got the same craving.”

      Liz was inhaling every word Jaden was speaking. The way her eyebrows were knitting together let me guess that she was searching her memory for related knowledge. What I couldn’t guess was if she was finding anything.

      “I’ve also seen him during meditation,” I completed the information. “I’ve had dreams about him that seemed real.”

      She took a sip of coffee. “That’s an interesting twist.”

      “You’ve heard about those connections?” Jaden’s voice was hopeful.

      “I have read about them.” Liz’ mind was still working hard to retrieve every piece that might help us. “Angel-demon hybrids. When their good half dies, their mark doesn’t get lost. The connection transforms.”

      She sounded like she was reading from a book, her eyes going back and forth like rushing over lines.

      “Part of the hybrid’s soul remains in the mark. This part keeps looking for a way to heal. It feels the darkness its original owner dives into once the hybrid transforms into a demon.

      “Claire, have you felt anything before Adam touched you?” She interrupted her lecture.

      “I have.” I nodded eagerly. “I have woken up from dreams on adrenaline rushes. I have felt exploding energy while seeing visions of him during meditation—”

      “That’s the type of thing I was looking for,” Liz interrupted.

      Jaden was leaning against the fridge, obviously amazed by how Liz’ mind worked.

      “Contextus Daemonicus,” she chanted in amazement.

      Question marks were floating from my eyes.

      “Contextus Daemonicus. It’s a theory. If a hybrid looses their angel-part, the connection stays intact, but changes, as with the angel-part’s death, the soul dies.

      “The theory says that the connection doesn’t happen by choice, but by a prior Contextus Angelicus, or the mark, as you call it.”

      “What’s the difference?” I voiced my confusion.

      Jaden straightened up a little. He, too, seemed to have questions.

      “Contextus Angelicus is a connection caused by the mutual exchange of a fraction of both sides souls. It is triggered by the first wings-spreading of a newborn angel,” Liz answered my question

      I remembered the moment Adam had marked me. The white light radiating from within him, the glowing eyes, bright-green, and the beautiful pair of white wings. My chest tightened. I would never see this glorious version of Adam ever again.

      “The Contextus Angelicus is pure. It doesn’t hurt either involved party. But there are drawbacks—you have experienced what it means when the mark is being abused to get hold of the corresponding angel.” She looked me deep in the eye.

      I raised an eyebrow and nodded my head. I did know. I had experienced it for myself when Alabaster and his subordinates had tortured me to get to Adam.

      Jaden crossed the narrow kitchen in two quick strides and wrapped one consoling arm around me. Of course he had read my emotions. If he put two and two together he would know exactly where my mind was.

      His hand squeezed my arm and my head automatically dropped against his shoulder.

      Liz eyed us for a moment. I wasn’t sure what the scene looked like to her—

      “The Contextus Angelicus binds both parties to each other, but it doesn’t burden them. It makes them stronger,” Liz picked up where she had interrupted her explanation.

      “The Contextus Daemonicus, on the other hand, would be a residue of the Contextus Angelicus. It is an escalation of the former angel’s—now demon—search to regain his missing other half. Of course his own soul is gone, but there is a fraction still alive on this planet; it is preserved in the mark.

      “The second the residual soul senses the existence of the former angel, it will reach out. It normally happens in dreams.”

      “Or meditations,” Jaden interrupted.

      Liz nodded. “It is the soul’s ultimate call for reunion.”

      “This sounds good. I am waiting for the catch.” I lifted my head from Jaden’s shoulder and took a sip of coffee.

      “Well, there is.” Liz gave me a serious look.

      I gulped the coffee down, preparing myself for what ever was about to come.

      “The Contextus Daemonicus starts off as harmless dreams for both sides. When ignored, it can become daydreams or visions.

      “The scary thing about it is that everything is real. What ever the demon feels or does, there is an increasing chance, as time progresses, that the mark will feel everything.”

      “Makes sense,” Jaden accepted Liz’ explanation. “Whenever Adam was feeding, you were able to feel it. It is like a rush of energy. Or adrenaline. All the force of his demonic powers. You know, like at school, when you almost fainted...”

      The thought of that experience made my knees shaky. Jaden pulled me tighter to steady me.

      I remembered the adrenaline rush, the energy—I was grateful he left the part about my steamy dreams out of the conversation. There had been so many times I had felt Adam. It had felt real. Now, if their theory was correct, it meant it was.

      “Your souls are still interlaced. Even if the part of his soul that had remained in his body is dead, the part that lives inside of you is looking for a way home.”

      Liz nodded as Jaden continued her thoughts.

      “You two are probably the only pair being connected like this. It is unique.” Her eyes popped with excitement.

      Now I felt more like a science project. But she seemed to have struck a cord with Jaden.

      “I have seen that angels’ marks suffer when their angels get killed. I have seen them go insane—”

      Jaden looked at her, then eyed me from the side, his gaze measuring my expression.

      “—but a Contextus Daemonicus—I never thought it was possible. You seem to be healing and yet suffering. Your soul knows he’s alive. But by every demonic action he is taking, he is weakening you.”

      “That explains how you have been feeling all those things,” Jaden was satisfied with Liz’ theory. “You get weak when he does. You are hungry when he is. You feel strong when he does.”

      I listened to them, as they were explaining my mood swings. It made sense—kind of. After all, Adam and I were permanently linked through him marking me when he had spread his wings. But if he was dead—if his angel-self was truly dead—would he ever truly remember me? Would his memory return and would he ever love me again? Right now he saw a target when he looked at me. Nothing more, nothing less.
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      Jaden was quiet on our way to school. The conversation with Liz had given us a lot to think about.

      We will need to fill in the others tonight, he had said with a stern face.

      He was right. Even though this part of Adam’s resurrection concerned mainly me, the others needed to know. We needed to be prepared.

      We were sitting in silence, each of us following our own train of thought.

      Mine was going through all the times, I had seen Adam in my dreams. Each emotion, each sensation... everything. A collage of memories.

      The crease on Jaden’s forehead slowly disappeared as he changed back to his teenage appearance the moment we hit the main street; but the pensive expression remained.

      What was it like for him? He always knew things... And then with Chris’ lost powers, and now with this weird connection...

      My brain ran through the dialogue over and over again. Contextus Daemonicus.

      The thought that Adam and I were still connected lightened my heart, but the nature of the connection made me slightly uncomfortable. Everything I had felt was real. Every energy rush, every dream...

      My mind flashed back to the countless dreams of Adam. The first dream, where he had floated away from me. It had been shortly after the funeral.

      I couldn’t put together the full meaning of it then. It seemed though, like that particular dream must have occurred when he had awoken as a demon. Following Liz’ logic, this would be an explanation.

      Or the heat-waves a while ago in class, when I had felt Adam’s touch—there must be some reason I drifted into that sensation for a minute. I envisioned Adam dreaming of me the same way. Would I ever find out if he had?

      The energy-rush—Adam must have fed just before. My shoulders shook involuntarily as I shuddered at the thought of Adam feeding on another being’s soul.

      Jaden’s eyes automatically found mine.

      “Are you sure you are okay to go?” He made sure I was up to the challenge of a full day of classes.

      His hand reached out to gently stroke my cheek.

      Warmth momentarily spread through my system and I leaned back and relaxed, drowning out all my thoughts until we stopped in front of the school building.

      Going to school was a risk, but a calculated one. We knew that Adam wasn’t as dangerous to me as we had thought at first, and I desperately had to catch up with classes, otherwise—even if the demons never caught me—there wouldn’t be a future to look forward to.

      Jaden would be in every class with me. Jenna had agreed to stay on call for the morning and Ben would pick me up after school and make sure I arrived at the Gallagers’ safely.

      Students were trickling in from all directions as we were walking up to the entrance.

      It was like a second reality to my life. There was school and then there were the Gallagers and Jaden and the constant fear of the demons.

      The fact that Jaden would sit through this with me, comforted me.

      After all we’d been through, he was still at my side. He had risked everything to keep me safe. And yet I had to treat him like any other student when we were at Aurora High.

      “You can do this,” he said when he opened the door for me. “Just focus. The day will be over in no time.”

      I gave him a wry smile.

      For now, focus was what I needed. I had to make it through the finals. There was no alternative.

      We headed to class with everyone else. Greg and Amber were sitting together when we walked through the door.

      They both looked up. Amber’s face didn’t show any sign of dismay.

      I exhaled in relief. Amber had not been happy when Jaden had started giving me more attention than her. I had been too caught up in my second reality to talk to her about it. But what would I have told her?

      Obviously she had gotten over it fast.

      I noticed that Greg’s hand was resting on her wrist. There was something different about the way they looked together. They looked together.

      My mouth rolled into a smile at the sight of them and Amber gave me a look that screamed I need to talk to you!

      I want to know everything, I mouthed to her.

      She giggled in return and Greg watched her with admiration.

      It had finally happened. Amber and Greg. They were a beautiful couple. I was honestly happy for them.

      I walked up to my usual desk and sat down, enveloped in a layer of gratitude. Gratitude that the first reality of my life still held pleasant surprises such as Amber and Greg.

      Holding on to this positive emotion, it was surprisingly easy to pay attention during classes. Plus, knowing that Adam was alive, that we still had a connection—that he had refrained from killing me when he’d had the chance—was like a secret talisman I was carrying in my heart.

      It was a good feeling to be catching up on things, to feel a little bit of normality, and to take a step towards putting school behind me. I hadn’t really decided what to do after high school.

      College was still far away. I couldn’t think about it with everything going on. Who knew how my story would end. If Adam never regained his memory...

      We were walking into the cafeteria when a hollow feeling hit my stomach. It wasn’t hunger for the food that was presented in the displays and the dishes people were carrying on their trays.

      It was the type of hunger I had felt when Adam had touched me. I was craving energy. Not the energy that was freed when sugar was burned in your system, but pure life-energy. Souls.

      What was happening to me? Was Adam hungry? Would he be feeding—killing? Would I be able to control myself? Would I do the same?

      I suddenly didn’t trust myself anymore.

      Jaden was one step behind me. I turned towards him in a silent cry for help and looked into his alarmed face.

      He grabbed my arm and locked me to his side.

      “You need to focus, Claire,” he told me as he pulled me towards the wall.

      I heard him like through a thick haze and dropped my chin to let him know I’d heard him.

      I had felt Adam before, but this was so much more potent than any of the visions of him I’d had. It was like I was him. Like he had left his traces on me.

      “What can I do?” Jaden asked, helpless. He was still clutching my arm, appearing indecisive if it was safe to let go.

      The sensation was slowly creeping through my body, making it impossible to think straight.

      Jaden’s grasp tightened when he felt my increasing panic.

      I didn’t know how long we had been standing like this when relief washed through me in a slow wave, clearing every inch of my system.

      The haze lifted and I was able to think straight. Everything felt normal. Except for the knowledge of what the relief must mean—Adam had killed.

      “Claire?” By the sound of Jaden’s voice, my face must have been ashen.

      The thought of what had just happened made me nauseous. I could feel the color leave my skin.

      He grabbed my other arm under the elbow, making sure that I couldn’t stumble.

      “Adam just fed.” I put the past minute into words that made it sound more harmless than it actually was. My voice was almost casual.

      An echo of the energy-rush I had experienced before flowed through my body. I could feel the blood return to my cheeks.

      Jaden couldn’t be fooled by words. He grasped the meaning before I had finished the last word. He saw my face change—ashen to pink. He felt how I was suddenly steady on my legs, and he perceived my energy-rush second-hand.

      What worried me most was that the connection with Adam had become stronger since he had touched me. It wasn’t just a faint vision, it was physical sensation.

      “Don’t leave me alone,” I begged Jaden as fear crept up my spine. I would have to go through school days until the finals. I needed someone who would cover for me if I blacked out like this again.

      It was dangerous to experiment with something we didn’t fully understand, in a public environment.

      You could ditch school, a familiar voice in my head suggested.

      It was an appealing thought. Easy. Just ignore this one reality and drift over into the other one completely.

      Not quite yet, I silenced it. I needed to progress in normal reality. Independent of the supernatural roller coaster I was riding on a daily basis.

      Jaden let go of my arms but stepped beside me like he was clarifying where he saw his place. He would be at my side. He knew exactly what I meant.

      “Thank you.” He would feel my gratitude, but it felt right to say it aloud anyway.

      He smiled deliberately before he looked around. “Shall we?”

      Nobody had noticed us standing there for a few minutes. We simply melted back into the stream of students and were off to the next class like nothing had happened.

      I made it through the rest of the classes without another trace of Adam’s powers or cravings.

      It was easy to focus again—I had to. This simple fact was a motivator to get me through the day until Ben would pick me up.

      Jaden had to disappear for a few hours this afternoon, but he didn’t leave before he had delivered me safely to Ben, who was taking the afternoon shift.

      He had been quiet since Adam’s return from the dead. I wasn’t sure where we were standing and I wasn’t looking forward to the alone-time with him.

      The tension between us had never really eased. Even after our last encounter—I didn’t really dare think of it—the kiss—I hadn’t had time to set things straight.

      Let me know when you change your mind again, he had said.

      Foolish as I was, I hadn’t told him then and there, that there was no way that it would be possible. I wouldn’t change my mind—even with the undeniable attraction I had felt for Ben.

      Ben drove silently, his eyes on the traffic, like he was avoiding a conversation.

      I wasn’t certain how much I would suffer for the moment of weakness I’d had with Ben, but the torment would be just.

      I would take his silence. I would even take if he was angry at me. The only thing I wouldn’t take was losing his friendship. Too much had happened, and I couldn’t imagine walking into the Gallagers’ house without being on good terms with Ben.

      When the car stopped in front of the house, I looked up in surprise. I hadn’t noticed we had arrived.

      “Thanks for picking me up,” I let Ben know how much I appreciated his effort.

      He gave me the first smile of the day. His silent mood from the drive seemed to be gone the moment he opened the door for me.

      “Did you learn something today?” His smile was still in place.

      I couldn’t help but return it. “As a matter of fact, I did.”

      Ever since the strange conversation with Adam, I felt better. It was easier to smile, easier to focus, easier to function. I guess I could call it hope. There was hope—hope that he would one day wake up and remember...

      We walked up the stairs, side by side.

      Ben stopped in front of the guest room, his features full of expectation.

      I didn’t understand at once what his intentions were, but then it hit me when he took my hand and ran his fingers over my palm.

      Something inside of me rebelled.

      “A lot has changed since the last time we’ve been alone like this.” Ben looked at me, his eyes liquid steel.

      They were echoing the hope I had felt moments before.

      I couldn’t do more than stare and watch him lean in. He was about to repeat what had happened before.

      The rebelling part of me curled up and purred. What was going on? Did I want this?

      I searched myself for answers but couldn’t find one in time before Ben had reached his aim.

      His lips brushed mine gently. It was just a brief moment, but it was enough to draw back in surprise when my heart took a tiny, joyous leap.

      I found myself staring at the door, embarrassed and ashamed.

      Every beat in remembrance of Adam’s existence, I reminded myself.

      “Ben—I can’t—” My eyes remained glued on the door.

      Ben wound his hands more tightly around mine, unwilling to let go.

      I knew there was something there—something I couldn’t ignore. A pool of affection for Ben had built up over the past weeks. It would be foolish to pretend there wasn’t anything there.

      Ben knew it, too, and he was brave enough to act on it.

      If only my heart didn’t belong to his older brother... I would have a chance at a fresh start. After all, the love of my life didn’t even remember me.

      But my heart knew better than that. My soul was Adam’s.

      Ben was waiting patiently for me to make a move.

      I let him wait for a long moment, considering all the recent events and findings. The answer I came up with remained the same. Angel or demon—I was Adam’s. In darkness and in light.

      “Knowing that Adam is alive...” I started. “Even if he can’t remember me...” I couldn’t look at Ben; I couldn’t look at his face and into his eyes when I knew all I would see was a mask of pain. Or even the hostility he used to display around me. “... it changes things.”

      Ben’s chest sank slowly as he exhaled.

      “Even if he is trying to kill you,” Ben said quietly.

      “Even then.”

      It was silent except for the sound of our breaths. I listened to them for a while, waiting for Ben’s reaction. Waiting for him to turn me away. Bracing myself for the rejection that was about to come.

      “Claire—” It was a mere whisper.

      “Ben—” I finally looked up.

      Ben’s eyes were liquid steel. They showed pain and worry. His lips were curved upwards on the sides into an angelic smile.

      “—I know you love him. You always will. You don’t have a choice.” His smile became harder, as if he was struggling to keep it in place. “But I know how you feel about me, Claire. I can feel it. Every second of every minute we spend together.”

      “Ben, don’t—” I tried. But he was right. Over the past weeks he had become more than my friend. I might have kissed him for the wrong reasons. But there was definitely something that was drawing me to him. Ben had left traces on me, too.

      But what did this mean for our relationship?

      “You know how I feel about you, Claire,” he said, holding my eyes in place with his gaze, “now it is up to you what you make of it.”

      A half-hearted smile was all I could give in return. I escaped to the guest room, my heart once again affected by the encounter with Ben.

      What was it about this boy? He was Adam’s half-brother. His mother was part angel, the same as his father. He had the strongest lineage in the family. After all the hatred, the cold stares, we had finally made it to a place that could be called friendship. Just that he had different feelings for me.

      Even when my heart unconditionally belonged to Adam... I had gone too long trying to break free from this permanent hold Adam had on me. Too many weeks of denying myself to feel that way, because I had thought him dead.

      This must have created fertile ground for Ben’s attempts, and I had softened up toward him.

      With my musing about Adam and Ben, the confusion of the past days resurfaced. Too many things had happened.

      The world had gone from a dark, unwelcoming Adam-free hell, to a thin ice of new-Adam-demon and all the consequences he came with.

      Within a week, he had tried to kill me twice. He’d had the opportunity more often. But he didn’t. There was no way of knowing how much I could trust my luck. Would he strike the next time our paths crossed? Or would he still see me as the key to finding his answers? Where was he now? Would he return?

      I grimaced at the beginning panic and fought it back with pure willpower.

      Now was not the time to lose it. Or to dwell on any of the Gallager boys. It was time to drown out my inner conflict by doing something that would inevitably catch up with me if I ignored it for one day longer.

      I sat down on the bed and pulled out my text books.
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      Time had passed... maybe ten days. And no sign of Adam.

      We couldn’t be sure if he had returned to Volpert’s clan. There hadn’t been any news regarding them either.

      The finals were still drawing closer with every day. There were moments when things were getting so intense, I was wishing for Volpert to come get me so I wouldn’t have to study much longer.

      Maniac, the voice kicked me.

      The twenty-four-seven supervision made it possible that I could get through the days. Jaden, with his never-ending patience, was dedicating most of his time to sitting through school with me. In the afternoon he would rarely miss an hour of babysitting me, making sure I was up to the task of studying.

      He wanted me to succeed. He made it his personal challenge to get me through the finals. And he was good at it.

      When he thought I wasn’t looking, every now and then I would catch him with worry in his golden eyes.

      Whether it was worry about my finals, my safety, or his own agenda, I couldn’t tell.

      After I had run away to see Adam, Jaden had become more cautious with leaving me to the Gallagers’ supervision.

      I still spent most nights at their house. Jenna and Chris needed my company as much as I needed theirs.

      Long conversations over dinner always ended up in one question. Where was Adam?

      My exclusive connection with their demon-son helped us all to believe it hadn’t been a dream that Adam had been here not even two weeks ago. That and that Antonio was gone.

      It was hard to believe that Adam had killed his pet without a second thought, but it was true. If he was capable of that, what else was he capable of?

      Every now and then I got an idea. The visions of Adam in my dreams hadn’t disappeared. They had become more solid.

      Within the past week alone, I had dreamed of him five times. He had always been alone when I saw him. There was no background image that would give away his whereabouts. Just his staring, green eyes. Full of questions. Full of hunger.

      The dream always ended the same way. I would reach out my hand to touch his face, he would withdraw before my fingers would reach his cheek, his eyes would brighten in color ever so slightly, and then he was gone.

      I had no idea what it meant, or if it was real. Was he searching for me in his sleep?

      During the days, I was moderately energized and just motivated enough to make it through.

      Amber and Greg rarely spoke to me anymore—they were busy being a newly in love couple—and I was glad they avoided me. Seeing them, however happy I was they had each other, made me yearn for Adam... my old Adam. The one who had loved me uncategorically.

      But that Adam was gone. Maureen had illustrated it perfectly for me. He was a tool for Volpert. At his disposal. Or at Maureen’s—I still hadn’t figured out her exact position in the story.

      I couldn’t count on this new, dark Adam. His black heart had killed and fed off souls. He had inflicted pain on me—willingly or not. The old Adam would have never done that. He would have laid down his life for me.

      My stomach twisted at the realization. The voice in my head laughed, humorless.

      And then there was a part of me that longed for someone else. Someone good. Entirely and thoroughly good.

      An image of Ben’s face flashed through my thoughts without warning.

      Ben had been avoiding having deep conversations with me recently. There was no doubt he was still hurt from my reaction. But he also knew that I wasn’t indifferent toward him.

      It was visible in the way he looked at me over his plate at dinner, and in his gestures when he wordlessly teleported me back and forth to get stuff from my house, when he walked me through the Gallagers’ mansion to make sure I wouldn’t sneak off again.

      There was always a cautious enthusiasm about spending time with me, but he didn’t allow himself the warmth and open-heartedness I had experienced in the past weeks. Almost like he was going back to hide behind his mask, now that Adam was back.

      It worried me, seeing the man I had gotten to know disappear. I liked that Ben. The Ben who spoke his thoughts and who never gave up on me—no matter how miserable I was.

      However much I missed my old Adam and the new Ben, there was nothing I could really do about it. I’d rather have a world where Adam was a demon than no Adam at all. I loved him. If this meant that Ben would disapprove of me, that’s what I would have to live with.

      I fought back my unease to the darker regions of my mind and returned to my books, disgruntled.

      “What’s wrong?” Jaden asked. He was checking my history essay for errors.

      It was almost comical, seeing a millennium-old creature checking an essay on history he had most likely experienced.

      I shook my head at him. He knew what was wrong with me. We had discussed it at least a hundred times. There simply was not a legitimate reason to hash it out even one more time.

      I had learned to cope with things on my own. Of course, I was glad to have the Gallagers and Jaden to talk to and voice my fears and concerns, but I didn’t want to burden them more than necessary. It was enough strain as it was for them to feel my emotions when ever I was with them.

      “I am fine.”

      Jaden smiled the way only an understanding guardian angel could. He knew how I felt. He knew me inside out. He had been watching over me my whole life, and he had risked everything for me. I had caused him enough trouble. Making his life easier was one thing I was determined to do from now on.

      He watched me study from the corner of his eye while he was reading through the essay.

      Today was one of the rare days I spent at my own house. Jaden had agreed that it was safe for me to study at home if he stayed with me.

      It had been a quiet day so far. No incidents at school, no visions. Just Jaden, me, and my text books.

      “This isn’t bad,” Jaden handed me back the essay with surprise written on his face.

      He wasn’t the only one surprised by this news.

      “Dinner should arrive any second,” he said, rubbing his hands like a starved teenage boy.

      It was so easy to believe he was human—

      Before I could finish my thoughts, the doorbell rang.

      I raced down the stairs and bumped into Jaden, who had teleported.

      “You stay here. Keep out of sight.” He was super-cautious.

      “I doubt demons deliver curry,” I claimed, a little annoyed that I couldn’t even open my own door in my own house.

      Jaden ignored me and went to collect our dinner.

      He had a point. It was risky to open the door to strangers when we had no idea whether Adam had informed the demons about the little kidnap.

      They could come for us any day. Unexpected. Turn up out of nowhere. I wouldn’t even be surprised...

      “Keep the change,” I heard Jaden dismiss the delivery-boy without delay.

      The smell of Indian food spread in the house immediately as we opened the boxes.

      “No one dangerous?” I teased Jaden.

      He handed me the curry with a sour face. “Not this time.”

      It was obvious that he was tense, always expecting the inevitable attack to finally hit.

      Jaden watched me stir in the chickpeas with moderate enthusiasm.

      “I need to take you back to the Gallagers’ soon,” he announced, speaking more to my curry than to me.

      Of course he did. It was safer for all of us when we were together in the same place. Exceptions like today were a compromise for my personal benefit to be able to focus better. But eventually the day would end and I would lay down in the—by now too familiar—guest room and close my eyes to a night full of Adam’s eyes, staring at me and questioning me silently.

      I was fine with that. Most of today’s work was done. I had successfully tackled the history essay. What was missing was a shower to wash away my troubles.

      

      The hot water of the shower was soothing to my thoughts... for a moment. Then the weight of my imbroglio crushed down on me without mercy.

      Why again did I have to love Adam against all better judgment? Oh, right—I didn’t have a choice. I was marked and he, even though his angel-self was dead, was still the person I was linked to. His joy was my joy and his pain was my pain. Contextus Daemonicus.

      Everything would be so much easier if I could simply break free of the connection we shared.

      This lead me to a new question. If I died—now that he was a demon—would he suffer? Would he, by killing me, inflict pain on himself? Did his cold and darkened heart intuitively know? Was this the reason he’d been avoiding a deadly strike?

      When I stepped out of the shower, my hair weighed at least triple its normal weight, soaked as it was; or was it my thoughts that made my head feel all heavy and useless?

      I let the past few weeks replay in my head once more. Adam still being alive—in a different, much more different way than I could have ever imagined—had come as a shock, as a relief. Every fiber in my body was unspeakably grateful that he still existed somehow, even if this new version of him was craving for my soul.

      All the pain, all the torment, my bleeding heart hadn’t been in vain. It had all been worth going through just to see him again one single time.

      Besides the visions and dreams, it appeared he had sought me out more than once. Those few times I had seen him in the shadows; they had been real.

      All this time I had been considering myself crazy, actually I was pretty much sane.

      Yeah—right, the voice came to life, insulting my new-found confidence. Because you are not dreaming of eating souls.

      I scorned the voice with a dismissive gesture.

      Besides my Adam-related episodes—the ones where I wished to suck people’s energy—I was mentally sound.

      The barbed wire that had frequently tormented me after Adam’s death had disappeared almost completely.

      How different Adam was now—a demon, creature of the darkness, rather than light, like he had been before—didn’t really make a difference to the ceasing of the pain.

      Probably my heart didn’t care about what form Adam had returned in, as long as he had returned.

      And then there was the un-ignorable fact that Adam wasn’t going for the kill. He had freed his hands so easily there on his bed. Like he was tearing a spiderweb rather than thick rope.

      Even though he could have—anytime—he hadn’t done it right away; he had waited until he’d had the chance to be alone with me.

      Incapacitating Jaden, rather than disposing of him completely, too, was proof that he couldn’t be the cold-blooded demon we thought he was.

      In fact, I was ninety-eight percent certain that Adam hadn’t known what he was doing when he had inflicted that abominable pain on me in the graveyard. I wasn’t certain, though, if he had been under some kind of spell, if the demons had bewitched him.

      Despite the knowledge that all good had died in him, on that God-forsaken roof, I couldn’t tell what exactly had become of him. It was undeniably clear though, that the angelic presence he used to be was far gone.

      Pondering all of this I got ready for the transfer to the Gallagers’. As ready as anyone could get with all of this going on around them. But ready as I may have felt, nothing could have prepared me for what was coming next.

      When I stepped over the threshold to my bedroom, a shadow moved in the corner next to the window. I turned my head to look closer and froze in place where I was.

      It was him. In all his glory and with his scary gaze.

      There was the curiosity, the hunger, the fear I had seen before. There was confusion and hesitation written all over his features.

      It was like an unstable mask, switching from channel to channel of emotion. I couldn’t be sure which one would win this time. Last time it had been the uncertainty. He had left—just like that. And it had broken my heart—to see him struggle and to experience him looking at me like a target.

      And it was the same this time. His eyes were tying me to the spot. I couldn’t escape his glare.

      “Adam,” I exhaled, finally able to get my thoughts together.

      He didn’t move, but lowered his gaze to the floor, looking at something behind my bed.

      My eyes searched the space where he was looking and found Jaden, still and pale, like he was sleeping.

      Was he sleeping? Or had he killed him this time? Had I been wrong to believe there was more to him than a creature of the night?

      “Jaden,” I asked. “Is he—” I couldn’t even finish out of fear to get an answer I couldn’t live with.

      Adam shifted his weigh, and bent down to turn Jaden to the side.

      “Incapacitated,” he indifferently said, and I sighed with relief.

      He had come back to find me and he had come alone. He hadn’t sold me out to the demons. Not yet. Would he?

      “Where have you been?” the words shot out of me, uncontrollable. Seeing Adam in my room, no matter the circumstances, it felt almost normal.

      But it wasn’t.

      He didn’t answer. Instead, he eventually looked up, his eyes burning with curiosity and hunger.

      His stare took me back to the dream I’d had over and over again. The one that ended with Adam disappearing.

      I was determined to not let that happen this time.

      The room tasted of indecisiveness. I wasn’t sure if it was his or mine. What I was sure about was that I had to get some information out of him. I needed answers, I needed to know what was going on. I needed them to keep my freshly-discovered sanity—because it felt to be becoming less by the minute.

      He was still staring at me with those pale-green eyes, like he did in my dreams—our dreams.

      “Why did you come here?” My words weren’t more than a whisper, my breath shallow from the tension.

      The tall, dark figure remained silent, his hands folding across his chest, the only sign he had heard me.

      After a couple of breaths that seemed to not bring enough oxygen supply to my system, I couldn’t stand to wait any longer.

      I took a slow step toward him, his eyes always holding my gaze.

      “Stop.” He suddenly recoiled from me as if I were a threat.

      I froze in place. “Why?”

      There was something new in Adam’s gaze, something I hadn’t expected to see there. It was a spark that brightened his irises ever so slightly.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.” The hunger was obvious in his face, and I felt it in my own system, too. The craving.

      It took some effort to ignore it, but I’d practiced with Jaden the past couple of days. And it paid off.

      It melted away from me like a layer of ice in the sun. My focus belonged to myself once more and I directed it back at Adam.

      “You won’t,” I reassured him—or threatened him—I couldn’t tell—and took another step toward him.

      This time he didn’t object. His shape floated away from my unconscious guardian angel and toward me. His feet seemed to not be touching the floor, that’s how lightly he walked.

      It was eerie and graceful at the same time—like a beautiful ghost.

      My mind remembered a different type of craving as I was watching him move. It was an echo of how I had felt before, but it was a potent sensation. One I hadn’t felt since my last day with Adam, the angel.

      I shook my head at myself. He had given no indication why he had returned. How could I even believe for a second that there might be a way he had remembered... us?

      A step away from me, within my arm’s reach, Adam came to a halt. His eyes hadn’t released mine, his intense stare beginning to make me dizzy.

      “Who are you?” His question lingered between us for a brief moment, before I could collect my thoughts.

      Last time he had asked, I had answered, I’d been his soulmate. Apparently that hadn’t been good enough for him.

      “Who are you?” he repeated when I didn’t show any sign that I was going to answer. This time his voice was harsh.

      Suddenly he was intimidating, the stare cold, and he was lifting his hand in the air.

      It was but the tiniest time-span until the pull on the strings through my heart began. The pain seared through me like hot iron strings, cutting through my flesh and bones, just to sling around my heart—no, my soul.

      My knees buckled as I bent over in agony.

      “Adam,” I gasped, as I hit the floor.

      He watched me for a minute, struggle distinct in his features.

      “Why are you haunting my dreams?”

      The moment he spoke, he lifted a finger and the pull on the strings intensified.

      I shrieked.

      “I am your mark,” I cried in pain.

      Adam looked at me without comprehension and did nothing to end my agony.

      The strings were pulling tighter and tighter around this intangible part of myself. I fought with every fiber in my body. I wouldn’t give up my soul. I would find a way so he would stop. Listen.

      “You haven’t always been like this, Adam.” I had to try. “You marked me... when you spread your angel wings...” I coughed the words out, unable to speak. “Part of your soul is in me... I am a part of you.”

      The moment the words were out, I realized what they meant. And that they were true.

      The pain stopped and Adam ghosted away from me until he stopped in the farthest corner of the room. His features were unreadable.

      “I am a part of you,” I repeated, almost inaudible. It was the undeniable truth. He was part of me. Part of me was him. We were connected. We were one. And my heart would never forget that, and my soul couldn’t ignore it.

      I straightened up into a standing position, ignoring the screaming of my body.

      “I love you, Adam.” It had slipped out before I could coherently weigh the potential impact of what I was saying.

      Adam sighed lowly at my words. His face told me that he couldn’t follow me one-hundred percent.

      Why couldn’t he see that after all I had gone through—after all the pain, the misery, the torture, the fear—after everything, I was still existentially in love with him?

      I didn’t care that he was the enemy or that I was supposed to be afraid of him. I didn’t care that he had tried to kill me, that he was probably considering the thought at that very moment. And yet, here I was standing, vulnerable, presenting my human heart and soul to him.

      He didn’t evade my gaze when my eyes bore into his now, full of questions.

      At first it was a mild, tingly sensation. Almost ignorable. I wouldn’t even have paid attention to it if it hadn’t continued to grow stronger.

      I stopped for a moment and took a deep breath. This couldn’t be happening. Not now.

      Adam was standing on the other side of the room. His arms were folded across his chest, his face reluctant. He was clearly uncomfortable. His eyes showed the hunger I had become so familiar with, but there was something different about his expression now. I couldn’t put my finger on what exactly it was.

      The tingle forced my attention back on my own body. My feet, my legs, my knees, they all were feeling the same as usual, but there was something different in my torso.

      I closed my eyes for a moment as my head started spinning. Not now! I yelled at myself in my mind, willing myself to stay focused. I couldn’t pass out. Not now. I needed to be clear in my head. I needed to look at him. I needed to make him understand...

      Another glance towards the opposite wall reassured me that Adam hadn’t moved. He was still following my every move with his gaze, the hunger more pronounced than ever.

      The sensation began to roll up and down my back in slow waves, each one stronger than the one before. It made my hair stand on end. The tingle became a stinging that concentrated in my upper back. I arched my spine and shook my head to clear it.

      Adam was all but a shadow in my peripheral vision now. I couldn’t see clearly anymore. My hands flexed without my permission as I was trying to regain focus. Why was he doing this to me? And, what was it exactly that he was doing to me?

      “Adam.” It sounded weak. “Why?”

      “What do you mean, why?” His voice was the only clear thing in my head, everything else was a blur.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” My question came as a gust of air.

      Adam’s shape was coming closer with every onerous breath I took.

      The waves became shorter and stronger. I could feel how they were rolling from shoulder blade to shoulder blade.

      From the corner of my eye, I could make out Adam’s lifted hand. It was reaching for me—not like before, where it had clung to the strings that held my soul in place. It looked as if he was reaching out to grab for my hand.

      “I am not doing anything, Claire,” his voice assured me, making the waves come even faster.

      He wasn’t? Where was this coming from then? I forced my eyes to look at the man I so ill-fatedly loved.

      He himself seemed to be shaking. The expression in his eyes, under his quivering black hair, I could finally name. It was regret.

      It escaped my attention—what was left of it anyway—what he would be regretting.

      “Adam, what is happening?” I was close to losing consciousness.

      He continuously came closer until he was right beside me.

      “Claire,” his voice washed over me. The sound of it made me choke.

      My head turned towards the open window, desperately searching for fresh air in an attempt to stay alert.

      The incoming breeze brought temporary relief and the smell of grass.

      I inhaled greedily, absorbing every last particle of oxygen in my lungs.

      For a couple of deep breaths I focused on suppressing the ache in my spine.

      Why couldn’t Jaden just wake up? I needed him.

      Breathe through it, I told myself. I had to.

      Adam was so close, I could almost feel him shake. One more breath and I would be strong enough to face him.

      I turned and caught an eerie greenish reflection in the glass—a pair of clear, gleaming eyes were looking back at me.

      The pain spiked for a long second, searing up my back and through my shoulders, making my hands ball into fists and my head snap back in agony.

      And then it was gone.

      The next time my lungs expanded, they weren’t restricted by a solid fence of pain. They moved freely, pushing my ribs gently outwards.

      The smell of grass was still lingering in the air—just now I could appreciate it differently. It filled my head and my mind pulled up images of pale-green culms and blades.

      It was the color of Adam’s eyes; the eyes that were staring at me, with a subdued glow.

      They were unblinkingly piercing mine. I saw nothing but his eyes. They were hypnotic.

      “Claire.” His voice was calm and steady, claiming my attention.

      “What just happened?” I asked automatically, unable to look away.

      No answer.

      Adam moved even closer. His hand was slowly moving up the way it had earlier.

      I shrank into the wall, bracing myself against what was coming. The pain wouldn’t surprise me this time. I forced my eyelids to drop, cutting his direct link to my emotions. The pale-green orbs disappeared behind a curtain of black and I was ready.

      Nothing happened.

      Was he playing with me—an evil predator, toying with its prey?

      Unwilling to give him the satisfaction of reading the fear in my eyes, I waited in silence. It couldn’t be long now.

      Still nothing.

      His hand didn’t pull on the strings, and the pain I was so warily expecting didn’t set in.

      “Claire,” he spoke again, softly, as if he was hoping to gain my trust.

      Hadn’t I already told him I loved him? Wasn’t that enough? What was he waiting for?

      “Open your eyes, Claire,” he asked, and my eyes obeyed.

      The curtain rose and I found myself looking at Adam’s face, too close to make out details. It was a familiar closeness.

      My better judgment told me to move away, but behind me there was only the flat wall. Even if I had found the strength to try, it would have stopped me.

      A movement in my peripheral vision caught my eye. Adam’s hand was an inch away from my cheek.

      I suddenly realized that he wasn’t going to hurt me—

      Was this even possible? It most certainly felt like it...

      “Claire,” he spoke my name for a third time. This time it was tender and emotional. “I remember.”

      My heart stuttered.

      I blinked at him, not trusting my hearing, while he was gazing at me fiercely, as if searching for a sign of comprehension.

      I was far away from comprehending anything.

      Another trap? the voice suggested. I shook my head at it. Not this time. It wouldn’t take the moment away from me.

      His sudden closeness made me want to drown in him, to block out all the past, the future, everything that was tainting the moment.

      His fingers on my cheek tore me out of my momentary mental absence. They were tracing my cheekbone lightly, making my skin tingle under his touch.

      “I remember,” he repeated. And it sank in. “I remember you. I remember—everything.”
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      A slow wave of warmth made its way through my body when the knowledge settled in.

      He remembered.

      All the hope I’d treasured in those past days, all the suffering hadn’t been in vain. He remembered.

      “Adam—” I whispered into the palm of his hand. My fingers slowly lifted to touch the back of his hand, to seal it to my cheek.

      I couldn’t find words to voice my elation. Instead, my body found a way. My heart was flying, exhilarated and wide-open for him.

      Adam carefully wound the fingers of his free hand around my other hand, gently pulling it up between our chests.

      My skin burned with delight where he touched me. It was like my whole body was singing in joy. Adam’s breath touched my face, that’s how close he was. His lips touched mine—hesitantly at first—and my mouth dropped open, inhaling his breath, inhaling him.

      His kiss was silky and soft. It brought me back to feeling like the Claire I had once been. It was like the healing of an old wound. I felt whole.

      He lingered for a brief moment before he pulled away—too early for me to be ready to let go, but the urge to look at his face, see the recognition there again, was stronger than the urge to object.

      “I am so terribly sorry.” Adam pulled me against his chest, his arms enclosing me into a long embrace.

      All I could feel was him—all I could smell. It was the most perfect moment. I snuggled against his shoulder and let my own arms sling around his waist.

      He felt perfect—like I remembered. My hands clawed into the fabric of his shirt, intending to pull him even closer against me, and touched skin.

      There was a tear across the back of his shirt, exposing his back. I let my fingers slowly search the smooth skin and hit something soft near his ribs.

      It was a familiar feeling. Light and feathery.

      In an impulse of curiosity, I opened my eyes and peeked over Adam’s shoulder. They were looking at a thick black layer of feathers. It was flowing down along his back to where my fingers had touched it.

      Are you happy now? the voice in my head wanted to know.

      I was. I had known there must be something left in Adam that was part of his former self. The pair of black, feathery wings streaming down the back of his shape was proof I’d been right.

      I am, I thought at the voice and silenced it forever.

      With a smile, I closed my eyes again and went back to enjoying the moment.

      I couldn’t tell how long we had been standing like this; I had lost track of time and place. All that mattered were Adam’s arms, as reluctant to let me go as mine were to let go of him. But there was a rustling claiming our attention from the corner.

      “Jaden,” it shot from my mouth.

      Adam moved, turning me towards the sound with him. When I reopened my eyes, Jaden was standing up behind the bed. He looked dazed.

      “Jaden, are you okay?” I tore out of Adam’s arms and rushed across the room.

      By the time I made it there, Jaden had comprehended what was going on. He was skeptically looking at the new attachment to Adam’s shoulders.

      “I am fine,” he reassured me, rubbing the back of his head with the palm of his hand. “What happened?”

      Before I could open my mouth to speak, Adam gasped in pain. His hands flung to his shoulders.

      Both Jaden and I reacted immediately, though our reactions were slightly different. While I felt heat creeping up between my shoulders while rushing back to Adam to find out what was going on, Jaden had disappeared, and reappeared next to Adam. He had forced him down on the floor where Adam was now writhing under Jaden.

      “Don’t hurt him,” I squealed at Jaden. My feet were not carrying me half as fast as I wanted to be there, the heat slowing me and making me slightly less coordinated than usual, but when I finally knelt down next to the two of them, Adam’s motions had become weak.

      Jaden was still pinning him down with both his hands, making sure Adam couldn’t lift his arms or hands to attack.

      Wonder was written in Jaden’s features. He must be as surprised by Adam’s wings as I was.

      “Did he hurt you?” Jaden asked over his shoulder, checking on me for a brief second, before turning back to Adam.

      “He didn’t.” Of course he didn’t. “Jaden,” I put my hand on Jaden’s shoulder, trying to calm him. “He remembers.”

      Adam’s struggle had ceased under Jaden’s constraint when Jaden finally let go, face blank.

      “He does?”

      I nodded. “He remembers who I am.”

      Jaden read my face for a minute, and without a doubt he was reading my emotions. His features were mirroring my own feelings—the bliss, the fear, the confusion.

      “What happened?” he asked and lifted his hands from Adam and gestured at Adam’s feathery attachment.

      I looked down and was taken back to the short moment of happiness I’d just experienced.

      “He didn’t hurt me,” I assured Jaden. “Quite the opposite... He kissed me—” I blushed and stopped mid-sentence.

      Jaden eyed me with a mixture of amazement and disapproval. I knew I was going to get a lecture about blind trust later. But not now. My focus was on Adam.

      “What did you do to him?” I asked my guardian angel and we both looked down on Adam’s motionless body. I wasn’t sure about Jaden’s thoughts, but he looked suspicious.

      “I just held him down. I didn’t do anything else. He passed out by himself.” Jaden’s eyes were following the line of black feathers on Adam’s back.

      He passed out—he was unconscious. My eyes followed Jaden’s gaze until they were caught by a thin, crimson trickle that was sticking the feathers together.

      Blood. Adam was hurt.

      Jaden noticed the expression on my face. “I swear, this wasn’t me.”

      He bent down to take a closer look.

      “What’s wrong with him?” My voice was impatient. An echo of how I was feeling on the inside.

      “I can’t see. It must be under the wings.” Jaden looked confused.

      I dug my fingers into the feathers carefully, separating them until I uncovered the area where the wings were growing out of Adam’s back.

      The pale skin was severed, blood leaking into the black fringe.

      “I have never seen anything like this,” Jaden whispered beside me. “We need to take care of this. Now.”

      My eyes wandered back and forth between the pooling blood and Jaden’s concerned face before I could react.

      “What do you need?” I unfroze. “I have a first aid kit in the bathroom.”

      I was on my feet.

      “Water, clean towels, tourniquets,” Jaden ordered.

      “We need to locate exactly where the bleeding is coming from on this wing,” his voice came from the bedroom.

      I was slamming through the cabinets, snatching every towel I could find, and filled a small bowl with warm water.

      “Correction—On both wings,” Jaden informed me as I returned with my arms full of equipment.

      Jaden grabbed a towel and started to clear the blood pool which was spreading around the roots of Adam’s wings and in between his shoulder blades. The wings he had folded up in an awkward angle from his spine.

      Jaden carefully dabbed the wound with towel after towel slowly turning red, until we finally laid eyes on Adam’s ruptured skin. It seemed like the wings had literally torn through the fragile layer.

      Jaden applied pressure to one side with a tourniquet and handed me another one.

      “Do the same thing on your side,” he directed.

      I took it from his hand.

      “Keep the pressure on until the bleeding stops.”

      My hands mechanically pushed down on the wound, relieved that I could help.

      After a long while, the endless stream of red ceased.

      “I don’t know what happened exactly,” Jaden said over a heap of blood-drenched towels. “But this is not normal.”

      I looked at him, alarmed by his statement.

      “What now?’ I asked.

      Jaden gathered up the bloody towels thoughtfully, and then examined one of the wounds for a long moment. He gestured for me to be quiet and extended his hands an inch above the broken skin. Light emitted from his palms, shimmering from the gaps between his fingers.

      The torn tissue knitted itself back together loosely. The deep clefts disappeared bit by bit, but the wounds didn’t seal completely.

      I watched the aggravatingly slow procedure, biting down on my lip nervously. It was almost impossible to stay patient; but I knew Jaden was doing what he could to make the situation better. I trusted him. And so I continued to observe until a blood-red pattern, branching out across Adam’s shoulder-blades and along his spine was all that remained.

      “I did what I could. The rest needs to heal on its own.” Jaden got to his feet, lifted the towels and disappeared to the bathroom.

      Relief spread through my system.

      “We should bring him back to his family.” The idea sounded logical to me. Chris and Jenna would want to know what had happened. And they would want to take care of him and be there for him—the same as I did.

      “I agree.” Jaden reappeared next to me. “I will need help with teleporting him back to their house. I need to find Chris or Jenna.”

      He measured my expression. “Will you be alright if I leave you for just one minute?”

      “I will.” I would simply sit and watch over Adam—make sure the blood didn’t start flowing again.

      “I’ll be back very soon.” He put his hand on my head. “I will inform them what happened and get help.”

      “Jaden,” I called when he pulled back his hand.

      “Yes, Claire?”

      “What if he wakes up?” I simultaneously hoped for and dreaded the moment, frightened that Adam’s memory would be gone again.

      “He needs to stay still so the wounds don’t reopen.” It wasn’t an answer to the question I had asked and I felt Jaden didn’t know what to say. “I’ll be back in no time.”

      He disappeared into thin air with a last golden look at me. His eyes were glowing gently.

      Beside me, Adam stirred slightly. My hands dropped onto his arm, as if to comfort him and his breathing got deeper and steadier. He looked peaceful. Almost like he was just sleeping.

      “I don’t know if you can hear me,” I said to him lowly. “When you wake up, please don’t leave again. You have bad injuries that need to heal.”

      Adam remained still, the only sign he was alive being the steady rising and falling of his ribs and the dancing of the black feathers of his wings.

      “Jaden is getting your Dad and Jenna to help bring you back home. Everything will be fine.”

      Would it? I wondered and stroked strands of dark hair out of Adam’s face. Would he stay this time? Would he go back to the demons? Would his returned memory change anything?

      “I love you, Adam.” I wanted him to know again. Even if he didn’t hear me. “I love you, more than I can put into words...”

      I stared at Adam’s face, studying his features. They looked exactly like my Adam—no trace of darkness was visible there now. It was so easy to forget that he had seen me as a target just a few hours ago. When he woke up, would he still?

      “You might be a demon, but there is good in you. I can see it when I look at you. I felt it in your embrace—in your kiss—”

      My mind yearned to return to that memory, but I didn’t let it. I needed to stay alert.

      “—are your wings physical proof of that goodness? Can I hope—” I asked, not expecting an answer.

      “There is always hope.” Jenna’s voice startled me.

      Before I could get to my feet, she was kneeling beside me.

      “Jaden came to tell us what happened,” she explained. “Chris will be here any moment to help bring Adam back to our place.”

      “Does Ben know?” I asked, and Jenna nodded.

      “He’s preparing for our arrival.”

      We were both looking down at Adam.

      “His back looks really bad,” Jenna finally noted.

      “Jaden says he’s never seen anything like it.” Jaden had improved the condition but the red pattern on Adam’s back was still reason to worry.

      “Neither have I,” Jenna agreed. “I wish I knew what it is so I could help. But then, there is probably no reference in history that would help us.”

      “What do you mean?” I tore away from the disturbing red lines and faced Jenna.

      “You told us Liz said that the Contextus Daemonicus has been hypothetical so far. A theory. Until it was verified through Adam and you.”

      “True.” I listened to her, curious as to where she was headed.

      “But the theory ends with the connecting bond between demon and prior angel’s mark. There is no mention of what happens when the demon remembers who he was.”

      “We will need Liz to verify, but I assume you are right.” It was more than unlikely that anything like this was documented somewhere. And even if—what would be the odds of finding it? After all, none of the angels around me had heard about Contextus Daemonicus—and this was only a continuation of that theory. None of us knew what would happen if the demon remembered who they were.

      “Have you ever seen black wings before?” I asked Jenna, more to confirm my thought process.

      She didn’t disappoint. “Never.”

      My fingers automatically reached out to brush the closest part of Adam’s wings. They were unspeakably soft.

      “What do you think it means?”

      “There might be more of the old Adam left in there than we had expected,” Jenna guessed.

      That moment, Jaden reappeared across from us on Adam’s other side. Chris was right beside him, face set in a mask of suppressed hope.

      “He’s still unconscious. Moved slightly once, but apart from that, no changes,” I informed Jaden of the development.

      “Thank you,” Jaden acknowledged my report.

      It was a strange conversation, almost professional. I thought of my sister caring for sick people in her hospital far away. I was sure she would never have a case like this. I hoped she never would.

      Jaden bent down to carefully lift Adam from the floor, supporting his torso with both arms. “Chris, take his legs,” he instructed.

      Chris had Adam by the waist at once, gently lifting the lower part.

      Adam’s wings were flowing down beside his ribs to the floor, where they twisted in an unnatural angle.

      Chris and Jaden looked at each other briefly before they disappeared with Adam in their arms.

      “Our turn,” Jenna pulled me to my feet with an outstretched arm.

      Before I could blink, we were gone.

      

      The next thing I saw was the Gallagers’ living room.

      Chris and Jaden were carefully laying Adam down on his stomach on the couch while Ben was arranging Adam’s wings so they wouldn’t touch the wound, and folded one across the backrest while he let the other one spread on an armchair they had pushed toward the sofa.

      The fear for Adam was like a ghost, hovering among us. Even Jaden, who owed Adam nothing—who had given everything just to make sure I was safe, for whose mission Adam was a constant threat—even he was anxious about his well-being.

      “Will he wake up again?” I asked through clenched teeth, trying to hold back the slowly upcoming panic.

      What if he didn’t wake up again? What if his remembering had destroyed him—no space for good within bad, or whatever someone might call it...

      Ben creased his forehead as he examined Adam’s back.

      “This looks painful,” he said with a voice that let me guess he was imagining his own wings damaging his body the way Adam’s new wings had.

      Jenna left my side for a minute and returned with a bowl of water and two sponges. “I’ll clean the wounds again. Maybe the warmth helps—”

      “Help me?” She handed me a sponge and I was grateful she gave me a task to keep my hands busy and be close to Adam at the same time.

      Some of the tears had reopened a bit and fresh blood was leaking onto his pale skin.

      I dabbed at the injury the way I had observed Jaden do it and reran the events in my head. Jenna was discussing the severity of Adam’s wounds with the others. The common opinion was that we didn’t know enough about them to understand if there would be permanent damage. All they knew was that there was no immediate danger for Adam—and that reassured me.

      Nobody asked what had happened and I was grateful. Knowing that Jaden had already shared with the others, took away the awkward feeling of needing to explain myself. Also it spared me from having to share details with Ben. I didn’t want to hurt him—not if I could help it.

      Long after we were finished, I was staring at the disturbing scarlet pattern on Adam’s back.

      “Maybe Liz knows something,” I suggested absently.

      “That’s a great idea,” Jenna confirmed. “She helped with Chris’ wings, she knew about the Contextus Daemonicus—who knows what theory she’ll come up with for this.”

      “We do need to get more information,” Jaden agreed and turned toward me. “Maybe you should call her.”
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      “Thank you for coming on such short notice.” I hugged Liz and pulled her in over the threshold.

      Nothing that had happened since we’d met led me to treat her as anything other than a trusted friend.

      “The traffic was horrible,” she excused herself. “I’d have been here sooner if it wasn’t for that truck that drove like we are having ice and snow. Trust me, I did everything to speed them up—”

      There was a hint of amusement in her voice and I could imagine the woman gesturing at the truck-driver wildly and yelling at him—she was the type.

      “Anyway—” Liz tore out of my hug and eyed me skeptically. “What’s so important that it can’t wait until tomorrow morning? I don’t dump a hot date for just anyone.”

      “I am so sorry, Liz.” I blushed. If I had known she was on a date, I would have waited to call her. But this situation didn’t allow for delays. I shifted from foot to foot, embarrassed that I had disturbed her evening plans.

      She flashed her pearly teeth when she saw my expression.

      “If you hadn’t called, I’d have had to find a different excuse to bolt.” She laughed a hearty laugh that didn’t match with her outfit. “The guy was lame.”

      “Nice house.” She dropped her clutch on the sideboard and walked further in. “Do you live here?”

      It sometimes felt like it.

      “No,” I answered truthfully. “It belongs to Adam’s parents—to his stepmother to be precise.”

      I followed her to the foot of the stairs.

      Liz turned gracefully in her ankle-straps. “So what’s this emergency you called me for?”

      I swallowed. How does one explain what had happened just a few hours earlier?

      “Maybe it’s best if I just show you—” I suggested.

      “Okay,” Liz shrugged. “Show me.”

      The others were waiting in the living room—positioned around Adam, so they could all react in case he woke up—when I pushed my nervous hands against the heavy wooden door.

      Jenna and Chris were standing in front of the couch, blocking Adam from view.

      “Liz, meet the Gallager family.” I gestured at the room. “Everyone, this is Liz.”

      Liz’ face became solemn when she stepped inside. Similar to the first time she had seen Jaden at the library.

      “It’s an honor to meet you,” she bowed her head lightly.

      Jenna’s eyes widened in surprise when she saw Liz’ reaction to the presence of four angels.

      “Please,” she said. “It’s an honor to meet you.”

      Jenna walked toward Liz with an outstretched hand. “You saved my husband. We owe you so much. Please come in, take a seat.”

      “Such a pleasure to meet you, Liz,” Chris greeted her and shook her hand. “My lovely wife is right. We owe you everything. If it wasn’t for you, I would still be flightless.” He chuckled. “Please meet our son, Ben,” he added and gestured Ben to come forward.

      Liz was taken aback by so much kindness and openness. She hesitated for a second, before breaking into a smile. “Well, this is different.”

      “Hi, Liz,” Jaden waved from the back of the room. “Nice to see you again. Thanks for coming.”

      Liz struggled for a moment, not realizing who she was talking to. Jaden had been in his early fifties last time she had seen him. Today he was my age.

      “Nice to see you, too, Jaden,” Liz grinned as she recognized him.

      Then her eyes fell on the black-winged shape in the center of the room. She froze.

      “Who is that?” she asked, her smile wiped from her face.

      I stepped to her side, pausing there for a moment. “That’s the reason I called you,” I admitted. “This—” I said as I continued toward the couch, “—is Adam.”

      Liz’ jaw dropped as she took in the meaning of what I was saying.

      “He’s back.”

      “He is.” It was Jaden. “And we need your help.”

      “What ever it is you need,” Liz stuttered. “I’ll do everything I can to assist you. The code of The Guard demands it and my heart verifies it.”

      She bowed her head again. Deeper this time. “My time to serve is now and I am ready.”

      “And we honestly appreciate your assistance,” Jaden reassured. “But first, let’s sit.”

      Jenna gestured at an armchair near the fireplace and Liz sat down without a word.

      “I’ll get something to drink,” Chris announced and walked out the door—he didn’t teleport, probably not wanting to startle Liz—and reappeared just a minute later with a tray of coffee, milk and sugar, and a bowl of cookies.

      “It’s going to be a long night,” Jenna explained, apologetic.

      As if I needed coffee to stay awake. Adam was here, in this very room. He had kissed me—my lips still tingled where his had touched them. He remembered me. And he was unconscious.

      I wouldn’t rest until he was fine again. And Liz was our best hope to unlocking the secret of his coal wings and his wounds.

      My heart twisted at the sight of the crimson lines across his back.

      Chris put the tray down on the table and poured a cup for Liz. “Milk and sugar?” he asked as if this was the most natural thing to do.

      I had never seen him in the position to cater to anyone. After weeks at the Gallagers’ I had become so used to the family butler taking care of everything. Only recently, since he had been sent on vacation—for his own safety—had I seen the Gallagers’ various talents in culinary hospitality.

      It seemed as surreal to Liz as it did to me. Her eyes widened in surprise and she subconsciously shifted in her chair as if she was about to jump to her feet and take Chris’ task from him. It was obvious how uncomfortable it made her, being served by one of those she had bowed to moments ago. One of those she had pledged to serve.

      “Liz?” Chris repeated.

      “Excuse me,” she dove out of her moment. “Just milk.”

      Chris smiled at her bewildered expression. “We are normal people here in Aurora. Please don’t treat us as anything different.”

      “I’ll try,” Liz answered with a face that gave away her reluctance.

      She hadn’t been half as intimidated when Jaden had shown up at the library with me. But then, he had been only one angel. Now there were four—and what ever Adam was.

      I had become so used to the presence of supernatural that I wasn’t disturbed by it at all.

      “It gets easier,” I whispered at her, well-aware that all of them would hear me. All, except for Adam, who still was as motionless as he had been ever since Chris and Jaden had laid him down on the couch.

      Ben grabbed a cookie and watched me while chewing slowly.

      I had no idea what he was thinking. From his indifferent behavior, I assumed he was either hurt that I had turned him down, or that he was giving me space to make up my mind.

      “So,” Liz asked over the rim of her cup. “How can I help?”

      Everyone had sat down in comfortable positions, but for me it was obvious that they were building a protective barrier between Adam, and Liz and me.

      “Well, it’s hard to overlook what happened to Adam.” Jaden pointed at the dark wings that were spread over the furniture, his face mildly forlorn.

      “What happened exactly?” Liz switched into business-mode. Suddenly she was the confident Liz again.

      “It’s best when Claire tells the story,” Jaden suggested. “After Adam knocked me out, she was the only one to witness.”

      All heads turned toward me. Jenna empathic, Chris hopeful, Jaden disgruntled, Liz curious, and Ben—well, Ben.

      I sighed, knowing that I would have to share a precious moment, that I had just experienced, and I wasn’t sure if sharing it would taint the memory. But then, all our safety and Adam’s well-being depended on this, so I didn’t give it another thought. This was what was best for all of us. Even if it would hurt Ben.

      “The quick version—Jaden helped me study at my house. I took a shower before returning here and when I came back to my room, Adam had knocked out Jaden.” I glanced at Jaden and he nodded, encouraging me to continue.

      “Adam wasn’t there to attack me. He asked me the same question he’d asked before. He wanted to know who I am and why there is a connection between us—apparently he kept dreaming about me the same way I did about him.”

      I left out that Adam had used his powers to get me to speak. He had been tearing at my soul, without a doubt.

      “I told him that he marked me when he spread his angel wings... that he hasn’t always been like this, and that part of his soul is still with me... and that I love him.” I added the last words almost inaudibly.

      Ben shifted when my eyes searched his for signs of pain. They were solid steel when they stared back at me without emotion.

      “What happened next?” Liz interrupted my distraction.

      “Then I felt all strange, like I would pass out. At first I thought Adam was doing it to me, but he didn’t. And when it became almost unbearable, it stopped. His eyes glowed and he had his new wings. And he remembered everything.”

      Again I edited out something—the fact that he had kissed me.

      “He remembers everything?” Liz asked incredulously.

      “That’s a good question,” Jaden answered for me. “One we have yet to answer. But it is very likely he does. At least he remembers Claire... or he wouldn’t have kissed her.”

      Ben coughed lowly. I bit my lip, wishing that this could bring back Jaden’s last sentence. By the time my eyes had made it to meet Ben’s, his face was almost back to composed.

      “He has wings,” Liz stated the obvious.

      “He does,” Jaden smiled without humor, “and that’s why we need your help.

      “He has wings. Going by what you told us about the Contextus Daemonicus, Adam is a demon. And demons—”

      “Demons don’t have wings,” Liz interrupted, intrigued by the riddle Jaden was presenting.

      “Exactly,” Jaden took back the word.

      “That’s the first thing we are wondering about,” Chris threw in. “Why does he have wings? Does it mean there is some part of his angel-self alive in there?”

      “Like it was in hibernation—” Ben suggested.

      “And now that he remembers who he is, his body also remembers,” Jenna finished the thought processes.

      It was like the first time I had seen the Gallagers think like this. Like they were one mind rather than separate brains. It was overwhelming. And it made me feel left out.

      “So have you ever heard of anything like this? Or read about it? Even the wildest theory would help,” Jaden closed the circle.

      No one referred to the fact that Adam’s wings were as black as the night.

      “Does it mean anything that his wings are black?” I reminded them that I was still there.

      “Very likely it does,” Ben answered, his eyes on his brother. Jenna and Chris exchanged one of their looks and for once I wished I could read their emotions the way all of them could read mine.

      “I wish I knew,” Liz said, her eyes following Ben’s. “Why is he injured?” she eventually asked the one question that needed an answer the most.

      If we didn’t find out why he was injured, how would we be able to keep it from happening again—if he ever woke up...

      He had been out for too long. It was making me nervous. The only reason the Gallagers were still calm was that they had their extra sense. They knew that Adam was technically fine, even though he was unconscious and wounded.

      If there was the slightest chance he was slipping away, all of them would be on their feet, including my loyal guardian angel.

      “We don’t know exactly,” Jaden answered.

      “He collapsed in pain and then we found the wounds. There was blood everywhere around the roots of his wings,” I made sure Liz had all the information she needed. “His skin was ruptured like the wings just tore through it.” The memory of the blood-pool made my hair stand on end.

      “I healed the wounds as much as I could, but the ruptures won’t seal more than what you can see now.”

      “You tried everything?” Liz asked, piercing Jaden with her dark eyes.

      She didn’t seem surprised by what Jaden could do, but she seemed surprised by the limits of his powers when it came to this particular case.

      “Everything,” Jaden looked her in the eye, and she didn’t question him again.

      “So, can you help?” I asked, before I broke from tension. I needed to know—we all needed to know—what was going on. If we could rely on him waking up and remembering what happened, or if he would be a danger, if he would wake up at all.

      Liz looked at me for a second before she stared at Adam for one long moment. Then she closed her eyes to browse through her brilliant mind. Everything she had ever read was stored there. A library under her thick, dark, wavy mane.

      The atmosphere in the room became tangible with expectation. Five pairs of eyes—four of them smoldering in the evening light—were fixed on Liz’ mouth, waiting for what ever would escape her lips that would enlighten us.

      “There is nothing about Contextus Daemonicus that I haven’t told you.”

      The disappointing flavor of her answer tasted bitter.

      Before any of us could dwell on it, she continued.

      “Let’s look at the facts.” Liz fashioned a serious expression. “Adam is an angel-demon-human hybrid. We don’t know exactly how strong his demon-lineage is, but apparently his angel-gene was stronger as it catalyzed first.

      “His angel and human parts were destroyed by demons—or so we think,” she added before anyone could object. “But his wings—black as they may be—are living proof that there is something more than a pure demon inside this boy.”

      “Demons don’t have wings,” Jaden repeated in a whisper.

      All our eyes wandered over to Adam’s shoulders. My heart took a tiny leap of joy, that he was still there, and then it sank because he hadn’t moved at all.

      “The wounds, of course, are shocking and deserve all our concern. Personally, I believe this is a good sign. If I think of Adam’s wings as something non-demonic, that would explain the wounds. His body wasn’t prepared for it. When Adam died, his angel powers must have died with him. And when he woke up as a demon, his body must have forgotten that it has the ability to sprout wings,” Liz continued her lecture.

      What she was saying sounded logical to me. Even Jaden was hanging on her words like a child, making sure he wouldn’t miss a thing.

      Jaden was the oldest angel I knew, nevertheless he had limited experience when it came to anomalies. He had spent his entire existence guarding and protecting his fosterlings—not studying details of the history of demons the way Liz had.

      “And when it did remember,” Liz continued, “the tissue wasn’t ready. The wings are an angel-debris in his demon-body.”

      “Will he heal?’ Chris asked. He looked weary. Finding and losing his son twice within ten days must have been too much for him. It was too much for anyone in that room—and still, we all were there, coping with what we had been given.

      Hope was the one straw we were clinging to.

      “Of course I can only guess. There is no written word about a winged demon. And I would know. I’ve spent more than half my life reading angel and demon history.”

      I could only imagine how full Liz’ brain must be with written line after line. A memory like hers was rare and I couldn’t think of a better purpose to dedicate it to.

      “Judging by what I see and by what I can make of it, all I can say is give it time. If the wounds heal completely, he should be okay in a while. When he wakes up, make sure he rests.

      “If his body still works like that of a demon, he will need to feed on something.”

      “Souls,” Ben interrupted, his face showing mild disgust.

      “Yes, souls. Energy. What ever you want to call it. But he’ll need to stay strong enough to heal. And he’ll need plenty. So much about his physical condition. About his mental condition and his memory, we’ll find out once he wakes up.” Liz’ words weren’t exactly reassuring.

      “Can he feed without killing anyone?” I asked, naive enough to make such a question. I was certain everyone else in the room already knew the answer.

      “Animals, plants—it doesn’t have to be souls,” Jaden confirmed my suspicion. “He can feed on energy of any living thing. Human souls are just the most nourishing source for demons.”

      “So he will eat plants—just differently from before?” I asked, sounding silly.

      “Or animals, like Antonio,” Chris explained in a surprisingly calm voice considering Adam had recently killed the family dog.

      “But he will always see food when he looks at us, too,” Ben commented. Jaden nodded absently.

      I let that sink in. He would crave souls. I had felt the hunger myself. I knew what it would be like for him.

      Would the connection still be the same, now that his memory had returned?

      “We’ll make sure no one gets hurt. We’ll find a way—that is, if he wakes up before he starves.” Jenna wiped Adam’s hair off his face.

      Liz eyed the scene with half-open eyes. Her finger was lifted in front of her chest, pointing at an invisible book she was reading in her mind.

      “There is nothing written about a demon with wings...,” she repeated. “But there is something else.”

      She fell silent again.

      As her eyes kept flashing from left to right rapidly under her eyelids, I could see the change in all of the Gallagers. They were having a hard time waiting for her to come to her conclusion—as was I.

      Jaden seemed to be the only one who didn’t mind. He had the patience of a millennium.

      “There is a scroll I’ve seen once,” her attention returned to the room. “It is not history. It is more like a prophecy.”

      “A prophecy?” Jaden asked. “There have only been a few made. The documentation you shouldn’t have access to.” He looked upset. “Not even I know what’s written inside. How did you get hold of that document?”

      Liz looked at the floor, embarrassed to have upset the angel. “Believe me when I say, I didn’t ask to see it. I was asked to take a look at it, to verify if it was real.

      “The man who brought it to me didn’t tell where he got it. It doesn’t matter where it came from,” she dismissed the topic. “What matters is what it says.”

      “What does it say?” I couldn’t refrain from asking.

      “Yes, Liz, we’d like to know,” Chris pushed.

      Liz took a deep breath and went back into her perfect memory.

      “He, who fell and was reborn evil, will be awakened, and he will rise like a phoenix from the ashes. His shell will be black, but his heart will be golden and his soul will be light.” She quoted like she was holding the scroll in her hands right now.

      “The reborn’s life will be eternal and his power will be great, but his love will save us.”

      Liz’ eyes fluttered open. “Could it be this is about him?” She nodded in Adam’s direction hesitantly.

      “It could be fake,” Jaden pointed out.

      “Or it could be real,” Liz disagreed. “The man said the prophecy brought him back to Aurora. Why would he move around the globe for a scroll if it isn’t real?”

      Jaden scowled at Liz for a moment. It was obvious how hard it was for him, having to rely on someone else. It didn’t matter how grateful he was for Liz’ help—he was used to being the strong one.

      “For the sake of pure speculation,” Chris mused. “Let’s assume the prophecy is a real thing.”

      “Let’s,” Jenna supported her husband.

      “What would that mean?” he finished.

      “He, who fell and was reborn evil,” Liz repeated.

      “Adam fell off the roof,” I noted. “Does that count?”

      Jaden grimaced at me. “It does. This can mean fall like the literal act of falling, or fall as in figurative falling. Like a fallen angel—”

      “...will be awakened,” Liz continued. “His memory returned when he was with Claire. This could be the awakening.”

      “But rise like a phoenix from the ashes?” Ben questioned the theory. “He hasn’t risen. Quite the opposite,” he referred to Adam’s flat position.

      “It could indicate the return of his wings,” Jenna suggested.

      “And the black shell could refer to the color of his wings,” I added. Jenna bobbed her head at the thought.

      “His heart will be golden, and his soul will be light,” Liz finished the first part of the quote.

      “This would mean, that he is good.” Chris watched Adam’s motionless body with glowing eyes. “He is good.”

      “He would have eternal life, like any angel or demon,” Jaden played along. “Great power—we have seen that.”

      “But his love will save us,” Liz quoted again.

      “He will be able to feel love,” I spoke more to myself. If he was capable of love, that meant there was a chance that we would be together.

      Everyone fell silent, letting the meaning of my words sink in.

      Jenna and Chris exchanged a look again. This time I knew what it meant. It was the same thing it meant for me. If he was capable of love, they would have their son back. Ben would have his brother back. They could be a family again.

      “His love will save us. What does that mean? What from?” Ben asked into the quiet room.

      Before he could get an answer, a green light flashed through the room and hit my eyes when Adam suddenly popped his eyes open. They were burning into mine with familiar intensity.

      Everybody was on their feet in an instant.

      Ben and Jaden were ready to spring at Adam’s arms while Chris and Jenna were just an inch from each wing to hold them down in case he should move.

      He didn’t. All he did was stare at me.

      I waited for the hunger to set in, for the strings to tear at me. They didn’t. He stared at me, feeling hunger or not, wanting to kill me or not, I wouldn’t be able to tell.

      What I could tell was that he was in pain. His mouth was twisted and his forehead creased.

      “Adam, can you hear me, my son?” Chris addressed him first.

      “I can,” Adam groaned.

      “Don’t move,” Chris continued. “You were injured.”

      “I can feel that. My back hurts—like someone ripped my skin off.” Adam flinched when he lifted his cheek from the couch. “What happened?”

      My heart stopped. He didn’t remember. How much didn’t he remember? Was everything gone? All his memory? Jaden gave me a warning look when he felt that I was becoming hysterical.

      “Claire, calm down,” he instructed while laying his hand on Adam’s forearm.

      He was right. I wasn’t the priority. It didn’t matter if he remembered me. It was more important that we got him to stay still so he could heal.

      After a deep breath, I was ready. I tore away from Adam’s green-glowing eyes and found Liz gaping next to the fireplace. The hysteria immediately disappeared. She must be completely overwhelmed by what was going on.

      “Adam,” I heard Jaden behind us. “When you spread your wings earlier, they tore through your skin. You need to stay still so the wounds don’t reopen. Do you understand?”

      “I understand.” Adam wasn’t fighting any of the Gallagers who had now placed their hands on him to make sure he wouldn’t accidentally hurt himself.

      “Claire,” he called me. An instant wave of comfort rolled through me. His voice was beautiful, even when it was distorted by pain. Especially when it was saying my name.

      I turned around to face him, unthinking, and my feet had carried me to his side before I could even grasp what I was doing. I knelt down.

      “Did I hurt you?” I saw my own disbelieving face reflected in Adam’s eyes—the glowing had disappeared.

      He was lying there on the couch, enduring pain and a group of people hovering over him, and he wasn’t worried about himself. He wasn’t trying to escape or fight. He was worried he had hurt me. If that wasn’t a sign that there was good in him, then what was?

      “I am fine,” I took his hand in mine.

      A smile spread on his tired face. “Ben, would you mind shifting my right wing a little bit? Something is blocking the blood-flow and the tips are beginning to tingle like they are filled with ants.”
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      It was impossible to tell which emotion was more pronounced on Ben’s face—shock or amusement.

      Jenna and Chris shared a secret smile that told me everything was going to be alright. For the moment at least.

      “I would move it myself,” Adam pushed. “But I was forbidden to move.”

      A laugh won the fight over Ben’s face. He reached down and gently lifted the wing in the joint at half length before he pulled it toward Adam’s legs—always careful to not touch the wounds—and laid it down there.

      Adam’s hand was still tightly wrapped in mine. He gave a low groan when Ben moved the feathery extension and his hand twitched in mine.

      Jaden was hovering next to me, making sure that Adam wouldn’t hurt me, always at the ready to step in.

      “How are you feeling?” Jaden asked.

      “It hurts a lot,” Adam answered. “How long have I been out?”

      “A few hours,” Jaden answered.

      “Not as bad as I thought.” Adam winked at me.

      I felt my lips part and shape into a girlish grin. I couldn’t believe he was here—alive, and having his memory back. It was almost too good to be true. Of course there were the scarlet lines on his back that threatened to burst open with every movement. And the fear of him turning against us without any warning.

      “Hi, Dad,” Adam looked at Chris, and recognizing his father. “You look tired.”

      If he’d had any idea what Chris had gone through since that terrible incident on the roof—I couldn’t even think what we all had been burdened with. It was a miracle Adam was back. I could see it in all their eyes that they were feeling the same.

      “Not anymore, son.” Chris had tears in his eyes. They were exquisite tears of joy.

      Jenna hugged Chris with one arm and stroked Adam’s cheek with the other hand.

      “Mom,” Adam smiled up at her.

      “Welcome home, Adam,” she beamed back at him.

      “Jaden,” he creased his forehead. “I am sorry I had to knock you out so often—three times—” There was embarrassment in his voice and also a hint of pride. “No hard feelings?”

      After all, he had surprised and overpowered Jaden at the graveyard, in his room, and at my house. And Jaden was the most powerful angel I knew. This had been only an appetizer of Adam’s power. The reborn’s power will be great, I remembered. Impossible as it may seem, the prophecy began to grow on me.

      “I forgive you. But if you do it again...,” Jaden grinned, but his eyes were serious. I didn’t even want to imagine what he would threaten Adam with.

      “I am sorry, but I don’t recognize you,” Adam noticed Liz, who was still standing near the fireplace. “Should I?”

      Liz broke into a look of astonishment. “You shouldn’t—I mean, you wouldn’t. We’ve never met.”

      I empathized with her. After tearing her from her utterly normal evening plans, I’d thrown her into a room full of supernatural creatures—one of them appearing to potentially be the object of a prophecy. She must have been beyond distressed.

      “That’s a relief,” Adam grimaced as he lifted his head to have a better view of the room. “I was worried this brain of mine missed out on recovering some things. Glad it didn’t.”

      “Adam, that’s Liz,” I explained. “She’s a friend who knows all about your family and you. We can trust her.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Liz,” Adam smiled at her. “I’d be more polite and get up if they’d let me.”

      “Oh—please, not for me,” Liz found her confidence at Adam’s joking tone.

      I heard Ben chuckle behind the couch.

      “How long before I will be able to sit up?” Adam asked, serious this time.

      “We don’t know exactly how long it will take for the wounds to heal.” Jaden repeated to Adam what we already knew. “None of us have ever seen anything like your injuries.”

      Adam nodded cautiously.

      He was bound to stay still until it was safe for him to stand up. However, we couldn’t predict the speed of the healing.

      This made me think of a factor we hadn’t addressed yet.

      “Adam,” I asked, disturbing the elation of his return. “Who knows you came to see me? Do the demons know? Maureen? Volpert?”

      Liz’ gasp was audible through the room, even for my weak human ears.

      “Excellent point,” Jaden cheered. “About time we discuss this.”

      Adam rested his head and looked at me with a gaze that made me feel like I was the center of his universe. His pale-green, glimmering eyes were the center of mine for sure for that moment before he spoke.

      “After I bolted from this house a few days ago, I returned to Volpert’s clan,” he started. “They weren’t happy with me. I’d failed to kill Claire for the second time.”

      His eyes didn’t release mine while he was speaking to all of us.

      “Maureen was especially unhappy about the development. She found it unsafe for me to go anywhere near Claire after that.” He shuddered at her name. Did he remember his history with her?

      “Maureen has been doing anything she can to prevent my memories from returning. It’s one thing Volpert want’s Claire dead—but Maureen, that’s a whole different story.

      “For her, it was pure revenge. She wanted to take revenge for my loving you—and if my memory hadn’t returned, I would have eventually killed you and never even known how terrible a thing I’d done,” he addressed me directly this time. I felt hot and cold at the same time. Hot because of his confession of love, cold because of Maureen’s lack of scruples.

      Everybody was hanging on Adam’s words.

      “Maureen suspected you would be the key to bringing back my memory. After she told Volpert her theory—and after my hesitation in the graveyard—he kept me on a tight leash. I only got away a few times to see you from a distance when I took detours while I was out feeding.

      “If any of them had suspected that I had visions of you and I saw you in my dreams, they would probably have locked me up.”

      My heart revolted at the image of a locked-up Adam.

      “Whenever I saw you from a distance, I knew I had to be closer. Something was drawing me toward you.” Deep sadness filled his features. “Had I known back then that I’d been ordered to kill the love of my life, I’d have run earlier.

      “But I couldn’t just run. Maureen was the one who found me after I woke up. I didn’t know who I was or where I belonged. She gave me a new family by introducing me to Volpert’s clan. And with meeting her, came the powers—”

      “That’s incredibly interesting,” Liz interrupted Adam’s story.

      “What exactly?” Jaden wanted to know. His face gave away that he was already playing with theories of his own.

      “Maureen—” she explained as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “With her came the powers. She catalyzed his demon powers.”

      “I was thinking the same,” Jaden agreed, intrigued. “But there is more. What you don’t know is that Maureen was Adam’s girlfriend for a short while before he met Claire.”

      Liz walked over to Jaden’s side. Now we were shaped in a cluster around the couch. The tension in the atmosphere was gone. It was more like a family sitting together, discussing. Liz was as much part of it as anyone else. She knew everything and I considered her a trusted friend. She knew more than my actual family—Sophie, the only person who was left.

      “This gives an even more interesting twist. Who would have thought—” she stopped mid-sentence and looked at me with her big, brown eyes.

      “What are you talking about?” The way she was looking at me made me uncomfortable.

      “Maureen’s a demon, Adam, right?” Liz asked without looking away.

      “She is part of the clan.”

      “Chris,” Liz turned to Adam’s father who was curiously waiting for the explanation. “Have you told Adam about his mother?”

      Chris swallowed. I could see how the thought made him uncomfortable. It was a sensitive topic, even without the new aspect to it.

      Still, there was no way around it now. We were unearthing the truth about Adam’s death, resurrection, and he had the right to know.

      “Your mother was part-demon, Adam,” Chris rushed out the words. “She never catalyzed her darker side, but nevertheless you have demon heritage.”

      Adam gawked at him. “I was born part-evil?”

      “I said part-demon. Not part-evil,” Christ corrected. “I believe that’s a different thing—your mother was a good person. I would have never guessed. We just recently found out.

      “The only way you could wake up after having died is if there was a hidden part of you that hadn’t been awakened yet. And the demon part was hidden—until it was triggered by the demons when they killed your angel-human part.”

      Adam processed for a moment, deep in thoughts he didn’t share, before he looked back at Liz with sad eyes. “So what’s the theory?”

      “Maybe the demons knew about your heritage—at least the demon part—and sent Maureen to get to trigger it.”

      Now I was gaping at her presentation. “How could they know?”

      “Maybe they keep better track of their offspring than our side does—” her voice faded at the indirect accusation towards the celestial species she was serving. Her eyes snapped up at Jaden. “I am sorry.”

      He dismissed the apology immediately. “You have a point. We’ve lost track of where angelic blood runs in whose veins on this planet. It’s an uncomfortable truth.”

      Liz smiled at Jaden’s honesty.

      “Continue the theory,” Ben requested from his position behind the sofa. He had been quiet, but the new development seemed to intrigue him as well.

      “His angel-side was catalyzed before Maureen got to finish her assignment. Volpert was unhappy that he lost a potential addition to his clan to our side,” Liz finished her thought.

      “And that’s why he wants to take revenge,” Ben concluded.

      It sounded logical. But what did I know.

      “Almost,” Adam intercepted. “I agree with the plausibility of the first part. And the way Maureen hates Claire there must be more of a grudge than just that I left her before I had even met Claire. There is more to her dedication to getting rid of Claire than that.

      “The second part—Volpert’s revenge—is something a little different,” he freed his hand to graze my cheek. Heat rushed through my skin where he touched me. I wanted to reach up to hold his hand in place there on my cheek, but I was too aware of five pairs of eyes which where watching us intently. “Volpert wants revenge on the family that killed his father. He thinks Claire is the last descendant of James Albert Thompson.”

      I was the only one to look at him with a question mark in my eyes. Everyone else was fashioning an expression of horror, I didn’t quite understand.

      “That’s impossible,” Jaden objected. “Absolutely impossible.”

      His icy tone scared me.

      “Are you sure?” Jenna questioned one of the two statements. I wasn’t exactly sure which one.

      “Claire, what do you know about your ancestors?” Jaden asked.

      I swallowed. “I don’t own a family tree, if that’s what you mean—” I explained before I went into detail. “—my parents died so early, I never got much information about my family. My mother’s side came from somewhere north-west. Seattle area. I never met her parents before they died.

      “My father’s side is from here. At least my grandmother—but you already knew that.”

      “Agnes Hall,” Jenna remembered.

      “And my grandfather I never met. He was a foreigner who left her before my dad was born.”

      I glanced at Jaden, well-aware that the others didn’t know about his affections for my grandmother. He flinched a little at the thought of Agnes being left. It was obvious nobody would be good enough in his eyes—even if my grandmother had loved my grandfather and had never fallen in love again after him. Jaden seemed to be blind when it came to her. Too much pain had written their story—at least his part of their story.

      “He’s right,” Jenna confirmed what Adam had presented. “Agnes’ grandmother was Constance Thompson.”

      I still didn’t understand why this was so important.

      “So he is right,” Adam murmured.

      “No!” Jaden was furious. His golden eyes were narrowed and his golden-blonde hair was dancing angrily as he jumped to his feet. He almost broke the chair behind him with the force of his motion.

      Chris watched him with concern, as did Ben. All of them.

      I sat in silence for a while, waiting for the mystery to unravel itself, but nobody spoke.

      “Would someone please explain to me what’s going on?” I lost my patience.

      Four angels and one demon looked at me with wide, concerned eyes, their thoughts cloaked in silence.

      It was Liz who followed my request.

      “Do you remember your conversations with Lucas?” she asked with an expression as if my life depended on remembering.

      I didn’t have her perfect recall, but I did remember everything Lucas had told me.

      “The unofficial history of Aurora,” I answered blankly.

      “What did he tell you?” she wanted to know.

      The others were watching us in shock, as I was uncovering the truth myself.

      “The demons were haunting Aurora and killing innocent people,” I put it together in a short version. “An angel was accused and hunted down before the bookkeeper was warned by his guardian angel that he was going to be next and that they had to kill the real demon.”

      “Yes,” Liz encouraged. “What happened next?”

      “One demon was killed, the other got away. The one with the ponytail—Volpert.” I froze.

      “What did that second one promise?” Liz pushed.

      “He wouldn’t rest until all of the bookkeeper’s family was eradicated.”

      It hit me—like walking off a cliff.

      Liz mirrored my horrified expression when I spoke the words aloud.

      “The bookkeeper was James Albert Thompson.”

      Jaden pulled me to the side and threw his arms around me protectively, like he was shielding me from physical danger. But there was no danger in this room. The danger was out there, they were coming for me. Not because of Adam or because I had gotten away before—they were coming for me because of my bloodline. Even if Adam had never existed, they would still be coming for me.

      Jaden looked at me, his eyes fearful as he watched me process.

      I fought his arms half-heartedly and without much success when another thought hit me.

      “Lucas knew. That’s why he died.” He had shared the story with me shortly before he was killed. “He died because of me.”

      Jaden nodded and Liz reached out her hands like she wanted to comfort me.

      “He wanted to warn you. One of the last things he told me was to remind you of the importance of that myth.” Her eyes were sympathetic. “I am so sorry, Claire.”

      On a list of the top five worst moments of my life, this was very high up the list. Not because I was in danger—I was used to that. It was because what we had just talked about was only part of the truth. There was something much worse connected to this new development.

      I took a deep breath and stopped fighting Jaden. If this was all true, I would need him more than ever.

      “—Sophie—”

      The room froze when I spoke her name. I wasn’t the only last descendant, and they all knew it. Sophie was my sister. The same blood was running in her veins. She was as much in danger as I was—the only difference was, she was oblivious to the menace that would be coming for her.

      “I am so sorry, Claire,” Adam demanded my attention. “If it wasn’t for me, Volpert wouldn’t even know—I put you on their radar.”

      I couldn’t think straight. Did it really matter what happened to me if I couldn’t protect my family?

      “We need to make sure Sophie is safe,” I asked Jaden.

      Jaden’s arms were still restricting my movements subconsciously.

      “We will,” he reassured me.

      “Who is we?” I demanded. Sophie was all the family I had left. I needed details. “You all can’t risk your lives for us. There must be another way.” The Gallagers were as much of a family as I would ever again have. I couldn’t be responsible for endangering them. It was different when they were protecting me because we all thought I was in danger because of Adam. But this was different. Now there was a way to keep them safe by leaving them out of everything. For the first time, I understood why Adam had felt it was best if he left to protect me.

      “Does she have a guardian angel like me? Can they be trusted? Are they experienced enough?” I asked, desperate for options that would keep Jenna, Chris, Ben, and Adam safe.

      Adam—I had just gotten him back. I couldn’t risk losing him again. Not even if that meant I had to stay away from him.

      Jaden eyed me as I went from panic to anguish and then to vigilance. He seemed disturbed by the fact that I was worried about everyone else so much more than myself. His goals were diverging from mine to a degree that must make his head ache. After all, his mind was set on making sure I stayed alive.

      My mind however was searching ways to keep Sophie safe. Before any of them could answer my question, I had found a path that might lead to my sister’s safety.

      Thinking in that direction made me grateful she was out of town. It made me glad we hadn’t been in touch much lately. It would make it easier for her when I would be gone.

      “There is a way,” I informed the others. Everyone looked at me. Four of them alarmed—they were feeling my determination. Two curious.

      “If I give myself up willingly they might spare Sophie.”

      “No!” This time it wasn’t just Jaden who reacted strongly. It was everyone in the room—besides Adam. He was eying me with a thoughtful expression.

      “It might work,” he said.

      “Absolutely not,” Ben and Jaden hissed in unison.

      “We haven’t spent months protecting you just so you can walk right into their arms,” Ben scolded me.

      Jaden nodded heavily. I tore out of his grasp.

      This wasn’t about any of them anymore. It was about my sister. I had to do something.

      “You think they would make a deal?” I asked Adam. He eyed me for a moment before he spoke.

      “They might make a deal with you,” Adam voiced his thoughts.

      “She will not give herself up!” Ben insisted.

      “Wait a second,” Adam stopped Ben. “We could use this to take them down. Set a trap—”

      “They don’t know that you can remember who you are,” I realized, “we could deceive them.”

      “I have been gone for half a day, that’s not longer than an average hunting trip. If I return by myself, nobody will ever know.

      “Claire can simply show up and declare her offer. I’ll help persuade Volpert to take it. And then the rest of you step in and finish him.”

      “This sounds too easy,” Jaden questioned Adam’s plan. “How do we know we can trust you?”

      Adam gave a dark laugh. “You can’t. Unless you trust that I would have eradicated all of you by now if I’d wanted.”

      I shrank away from him instinctively. He was still a demon. Memory or not. We didn’t know what was really going on inside his head.

      “I haven’t and I won’t,” Adam solemnly said. “I just got all of you back. I won’t risk this by betraying you.”

      Jaden was listening, his face like stone. After a long pause, he sat down and spoke.

      “This could be our only chance to get rid of Volpert forever.”

      I couldn’t believe my ears. Was he actually supporting Adam’s plan? This was a surprise.

      “He has been causing this region too much pain. And now that he is after someone important to me—and someone who is important to this someone...,” he smiled at me. “We need to make the plan one-hundred percent safe, though. Otherwise Claire is not going anywhere near that devil. Am I clear?”

      “We’ll find a way,” I jumped in. “If I get to keep Sophie safe without having to die in the process, that makes it all the better of a plan.”

      Ben flinched at my dark humor.

      “We’ll find a way,” Adam agreed.

      “One-hundred percent safe,” Jaden reminded.

      “First I need to find a way to make my wings disappear without bleeding out,” Adam said and shifted slightly.

      The scarlet lines were fading slowly, but they were still visible around the roots of his wings. The injuries did look better, though.

      “Are you still in pain?” Chris asked with probing eyes.

      Adam moved his head and then he propped his chest up on his arms. He held it up for a second before he slammed back on the couch, biting back a gasp of pain.

      “Still does,” he confirmed. “Not as bad as an hour ago, though.”

      Jenna laid her hand on his arm, comforting her stepson. “Maybe in a couple of hours it will be gone completely—”

      “Jaden,” Liz addressed him with a sudden wave of spirit. “You tried healing the wounds with your powers and it worked to a limited degree, right?”

      “Correct,” Jaden answered, surprised.

      “What if you all combine your powers? Maybe together you can overcome that limit.”

      Liz was right. She had a way of seeing ways where there seemed to be none.

      “Why hadn’t I thought of this?” Jaden shook his head at himself.

      “It’s worth a try,” Jenna agreed. “Ben, Chris, shall we?”

      Chris had his hands on Adam before she could finish her sentence. Ben was a little more reluctant.

      “Is it safe?” he asked Liz.

      She smiled at him. “There is no reason why it wouldn’t be.”

      At her words, Ben and Jaden added their hands to Adam’s back.

      “Step back, Claire, Liz,” Jaden instructed. “Adam, are you ready?”

      Adam nodded.

      “On three. One—two—three—”

      A blinding light erupted when all of them directed their healing powers at Adam. Liz shielded her eyes, but I couldn’t look away. I needed to see what was going on.

      The eruption lasted for a moment. Then the room lay in half-light like before.

      Adam was standing in front of the couch. I could see his outline after my eyes had adjusted to the darker lighting. His head was bent forward, but his back was upright, the silhouette of two black wings folded against his spine.

      Four angels were standing around the winged demon, all expectant for his verdict.

      “Adam?” I couldn’t wait. “Are you okay?”

      He rolled his head in my direction and two pale-green orbs were glowing at me from his dazzling face.

      “I am.” He flapped his wings gently and flexed his arms, rolled his shoulders. “No pain.”

      My heart missed a beat. It had worked.

      Within a fraction of a second he was next to me, his arms wrapped around me. I rested my head against his chest and closed my eyes. It felt like coming home. It was the safest place for me to be—his arms. Only that it wasn’t. Adam was a demon. He would be hungry for souls at some point—for life-energy at least. We couldn’t rely on him to be the object of a prophecy we didn’t even know was real. There was no way we could tell if he could be trusted or if all this was just a clever mirage to get me to give myself up to Volpert.

      I took a deep breath and shoved all thoughts aside. Adam was here and I was in his embrace. It was all that mattered—for now.

      A rustling sound tore me from my moment.

      Jaden and Ben were at our side, both scowling at us, when I reopened my eyes. They were both uncomfortable with the way Adam was monopolizing me—for different reasons.

      There was distrust in Jaden’s face that echoed my own doubts about trusting Adam. Ben, on the other hand, was jealous. It was plain on his face.

      “Adam,” Jaden controlled his agitation. “Please let Claire go.”

      Adam looked at me with questioning eyes. I didn’t want him to let go. Playing safe seemed to be the right way to go, considering tonight’s previous events. We wouldn’t want to push our luck.

      “It’s ok,” I reassured him. “For now it’s probably safer for all of us if we don’t experiment.”

      My heart protested when Adam reluctantly let go of me and stepped back.

      “When all this is over, I’ll never let you go,” he whispered a promise before his hands slid off my arms, leaving a tingly trail where he had touched me.

      Jaden relaxed instantly when Adam moved away. Ben however held the disapproving look on his face.

      I ignored him for the time being and focused on what lay ahead. Make sure Sophie is safe. That was the task I had.

      “So, what’s the plan? How do we get rid of Volpert?” I tried to get the tension out of the air with a nonchalant tone—and failed.

      “Adam?” Jaden looked at the statue-like creature in front of him with a mixture of fascination and concern.

      Adam flapped his wings and with a soft rustle they disappeared.

      “That was easy,” he commented, satisfied with what he had just done. “Volpert—we need to make him believe that Claire figured it out by herself. He can never know I have my memory back. If he finds out I betrayed him, we’ll all be dead.”

      “Well, that’s something to cheer us up,” Ben murmured, his face cold.

      “Ben, be nice,” Jenna hissed. “We are family, we support each other.”

      Ben sat down on the couch where Adam had laid before and pursed his lips.

      “How do we make him believe I figured it out on my own?” I asked, ignoring Ben’s dark looks.

      “Lucas Baker.” Adam’s answer brought back the feeling of guilt. Lucas was dead because of me.

      “The demons don’t know how much he shared with you before they got him—just that he knew and that he shared something with you,” he continued.

      If I pretended he’d told me everything, then Lucas’ death wouldn’t be in vain.

      “Okay,” I nodded. “How can I contact Volpert? I assume not through you, or he’ll suspect something fishy...”

      “The phone—” Jaden remembered. “Maureen contacted you from a cell. You could text that number.”

      Adam gave an approving smile while the others were watching us plan.

      “You’ll suggest for him to meet you in the graveyard. That’s a place he’s familiar with. He’ll feel safe there.”

      “Okay,” I had my phone out of my pocket within seconds, checking if the number was still there—it was.

      “I’ll make sure Volpert comes alone to meet you. Of course I’ll be there. He still has this obsession with me being the one to kill you.”

      I shuddered. Adam had had the chance numerous times, but his curiosity had kept him from taking action.

      “The rest of you need to be ready to teleport in. You’ll need to be close enough to hear the conversation but far enough away so that Volpert won’t sense your energy.” Adam grimaced and his eyes flashed at me—but he was looking through me rather than at me—the hunger I’d seen there was back for a brief moment before he averted his gaze.

      “You’ll wait and make sure we are alone, and then you strike him down quick. He is extremely dangerous—ancient and stronger than any demon I’ve seen.”

      “If he’s that strong—how are we going to defeat him?” Ben asked sullenly.

      “The same way you healed Adam’s wounds,” Liz stepped forward. “You work together. Combine your powers and you’ll defeat him.”

      “All of us,” Chris gave Ben a warning look.

      

      The rest of the night was talk of details. Adam had left shortly after we had coordinated everything that was relevant to him. He had tried to make his wings appear and disappear—they did without leaving fresh injuries. That was good news.

      The bad news was that Volpert had reacted to my message immediately, which didn’t leave us as much time to prepare as we’d wanted.

      
        
        
        Two hours. Come alone.

      

        

      

      Jaden and I were staring at the display.

      “I’ll be just a blink of an eye away,” he promised. “We all will.”

      Jenna, Chris and Ben were nodding as to support what Jaden was saying.

      Jenna had teleported Liz back to her house with the instructions to call if anything unusual happened. Liz had assured us that she would be available anytime if we needed her again.

      Now we were ready to leave for the graveyard. Tonight would make all the difference for the safety of my old family and my new. I had to play my role well and I was determined.

      Jenna had brought my car on the way back. Everything was prepared—as prepared as a two-hour timeframe would allow.

      We had maybe fifteen minutes left before I would have to drive to the scene of Volpert’s future destruction. My left foot had crossed the threshold behind Jenna, Chris, and Jaden, when Ben caught me by my elbow and pulled me back roughly.

      “Ouch—” I protested.

      The others turned around, alarmed by my noisy objection.

      “We’ll be out in a minute,” Ben called over my head and pulled me inside.

      “What’s wrong, Ben?” I hissed.

      He was still holding my arm, hesitant to let go.

      “You don’t need to do this,” he said. His eyes were soft steel, gentle and pleading.

      “You know I don’t really have a choice,” I told him, expecting he would understand. After all, he had lost a brother—gotten him back, but lost him before.

      “There is always a choice.”

      “What would that be? Bolt, leave the country?” I was a little upset with what he was asking. I wouldn’t let any of them down. I wouldn’t leave my families.

      “I would come with you—”

      I closed my eyes as my heart was fighting with itself. I was aware that Ben had feelings for me—deep feelings. But it was new to me that he would choose me over his family. However, I would never put him in the situation to choose. No matter how loudly that tiny piece of my heart was telling me that running with Ben was the best option.

      He was waiting patiently while I was going through emotion after emotion. Reading me the way he could, he knew how I was feeling and he knew how I would answer. I spared us both a moment of awkwardness and removed his hand from my arm gently.

      “The others are waiting, Ben.” I squeezed his hand and walked out the door. He followed closely.
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      The gravel crunched under my shoes as I walked up to the center of the graveyard.

      It felt strange to return here after everything that had happened. All those times I had come here to talk to the dead. And only a few times had been of real significance. The day I had met Adam, his funeral, the day he had returned from the dead—

      Tonight was different. I was coming here to make a deal with the demons, knowing that it could be my last hour. I was coming here for Sophie, not for myself.

      After all the planning that had been possible within two short hours, I felt considerably prepared. Four strong angels had my back. They would be positioned around the graveyard, ready to step in.

      And of course we had Adam, who was supposed to make sure Volpert came alone. If things went as planned, we would be safe within the hour.

      However, we didn’t know if Adam would stand by his word. He had just gotten his memory back. There was no way of telling if we could trust him. His word was all we had—and I had his kiss—as proof that he was on our side. Even if the prophecy was valid, we didn’t know if Adam was the one it was referring to. We had taken a great risk.

      The others had gotten out of the car at a safe distance. They would approach by foot and stay out of sight until I gave the signal to attack. By now they would be close enough to see everything that happened but far enough not to draw attention.

      I was sure that they were perceiving the mixed emotions that were flaring up inside of me. The fear for all of them. The worry about Adam. The hope to save my sister.

      It was only a few steps to the willow now. The branches were moving in the breeze like slender ghosts.

      I stopped and looked at the stone angel. How many times had I stood here and talked to my dead parents?

      Sophie was all that was left of my old family. Of course I had my new family—the Gallagers, who had all but adopted me—but Sophie and I had the same blood running in our veins. And she was innocent. We had to protect her.

      “Mom, Dad, I hope you can forgive me for what I am going to do. You know it is for the best. I love you.”

      “How precious,” a cold voice interrupted from behind me.

      I turned and looked into Volpert’s smiling face. It was an unnaturally sweet mask that had dangerous written all over it.

      “I am sure they will forgive you for giving yourself up,” he said in an equally sweet tone that made me shiver.

      How did he know? I hadn’t mentioned the nature of the deal in my message—just that I had a deal to propose. Had Adam betrayed us that easily? My mind was refusing to believe it.

      “It really wasn’t that hard to guess,” Volpert answered my unspoken question. “You have lost everything.” His mask changed to an expression of fake compassion which was even worse than his smile. “Your parents, your trusted friend Lucas, your angel—”

      Anger was welling up inside my chest.

      “The question is—will they forgive you if you give yourself up for nothing?”

      I stared at him in disbelief.

      “You didn’t think I would spare your sister just because you came here willingly?” he mocked.

      “You can’t—” I stuttered. “We had a deal.”

      “We had nothing.” Volpert’s voice was back to icy. “I didn’t agree to anything.”

      A lump was building in my throat.

      “And now it’s time for my revenge—James Albert Thompson’s last descendants,” he mused and gestured at the tree.

      Adam stepped out of the shadows and noiselessly glided to Volpert’s side.

      I glanced at him. There was no sign that he recognized me, no sign of the promise he had made earlier tonight. His eyes were flat and lifeless. If it was an act, it was convincing without a doubt.

      “Such a shame, he doesn’t even remember who you are—one would think a love as strong as the one you shared couldn’t be forgotten,” Volpert claimed my attention. “Isn’t it ironic that you will die at the hand of the person you were once willing to die to protect? He will kill you and not even know what he lost.”

      Volpert motioned Adam to come closer and whispered at him.

      Adam lifted a hand—the way he had before when he had sucked my soul—and the hunger returned to his eyes.

      I took a deep breath and cleared my head.

      The others were waiting for my signal to step in. Everything was set up. Volpert had brought Adam to kill me, just like Adam had predicted, and they were alone. It was time.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “You don’t know what love is,” I said in a clear voice, full of unexpected confidence. “And I still would die for him.” I was ready. “NOW!”

      Before I could even think, Volpert was encircled by four white-winged shapes. A blinding light exploded around him and I heard a scream.

      I tried to see, but my sight was blocked by a pair of black wings.

      Adam scooped me up in his arms and took off with me before I could make out what was going on.

      “Where are we going?” I tried to look over his shoulder, but the darkness had already swallowed the scene below us.

      “I am getting you to safety,” Adam said curtly.

      “Why?”

      Adam was quiet. I waited for him to answer while he was moving forward with the rising and falling of his wings, carrying me through the night sky.

      The plan had been to wait until the others attacked. Take down Volpert together and then escape together. If Adam was bolting with me, something must have gone incredibly wrong.

      “Adam?” I tried again.

      “I really need to focus on flying, Claire,” he spoke into my tousled hair. “I haven’t done this in a while. I am out of practice.”

      He tightened his grip and I snuggled into his arms as well as I could with all the rocking movement, and buried my face in his shoulder.

      After what seemed like a long time, we hit solid ground. Adam set me down on my feet, but his arm stayed around my waist. He seemed as reluctant to let go of me as I was reluctant to step out of his embrace. Tiny sparks seemed to fill the gap between our bodies.

      I inhaled his scent and his hand glided up my back, tracing up my neck into my hair. For a brief moment, there was only him and me—and then I returned to reality.

      With a sigh, I tore away from him and looked around.

      As far as my weak eyes could make out, there were long fields encircling us.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      Adam’s eyes glowed lightly when he reached out his hand to hold mine.

      “We are safe here.” He didn’t answer my question.

      “What happened?” I demanded. “Why didn’t we stay with the others?”

      “Everything went according to plan—”

      “If everything went according to plan, why are we here—alone?” I interrupted.

      “Let me finish,” Adam slowly said, carefully choosing his words.

      I pulled my hand out of his—it helped clear my head—and looked at him expectantly.

      “Everything went well. Dad, Mom, Ben, and Jaden hit Volpert.”

      “That’s good, I suppose.” Why wasn’t he looking like this was a good thing?

      “Almost at the exact time my family teleported in, Maureen showed up. Volpert must have brought her in as a backup in case I would fail to kill you—again.” Adam looked at me apologetically.

      “But the others got Volpert,” I tried to make sense of his serious face.

      “Maureen directed a blow at you, that’s why I took you away.” Adam’s face was sad.

      “There is more—” I wanted to know. His expression made me uneasy.

      “Ben took the hit.”

      “Oh my God—is he okay?” The small part of my heart that had admitted to having feelings for Ben was screaming at top volume, tuning everything else out. Ben had sacrificed himself for me. He was injured—and I didn’t allow myself to think anything more than injured, anything worse was not an option—because of me. Guilt and frustration crept up my spine. If only I were stronger, I could protect myself and no one would need to take any hit for me. I would be able to fend for myself and for the ones I loved. Ben wouldn’t be—

      Adam watched me with serious eyes as I was suppressing hysteria. “I honestly don’t know.”

      “We need to go back,” I reacted mechanically. “We need to help them.”

      “I can’t take you back there right now—not before I know it is safe to go.” He gave me a meaningful look. “I promised Jaden I would get you out of there and make sure you are ok—in case anything went wrong.”

      Of course Jaden would ask something like that of Adam. My safety was his priority—independent of the fact that my safety was his ticket back home.

      “How long before we’ll know?”

      Adam held my gaze as I was trying to read the answer in his eyes.

      “They’ll be in touch.” He pulled a phone from his pocket. “They know how to reach me.”

      I watched him check the display with a disappointed look.

      “When?”

      “Soon.”

      How long could it take them to finish off Maureen?

      “What if they don’t?” It was a scenario I didn’t want to consider, but it was one possible outcome. If Maureen hadn’t been the only backup Volpert had brought without Adam’s knowledge, it was highly probable that no one would be left to call.

      “They will.”

      We looked at each other, not knowing what was going on in the other’s head.

      Adam’s eyes were two green disks in the otherwise colorless landscape.

      “What do we do now?” I asked, not knowing what else to say.

      “We wait.”

      Adam flapped his wings and they disappeared between his shoulders, leaving a torn shirt hanging on his torso.

      “You must be tired,” he assumed. “It’s been a long day for you.”

      “For all of us,” I corrected.

      Adam shrugged out of his shirt and laid it out on the ground and sat down beside it. “Please,” he gestured at the makeshift blanket.

      I dropped next to him and wrapped my arms around my knees. Ben, I thought.

      That same moment, Adam’s phone buzzed. He pulled it out in a movement so fast, it blurred in my vision.

      “Dad,” Adam answered.

      My body went stiff with apprehension. I could hear Chris’ voice on the other end of the line, but I couldn’t understand his words.

      Adam was quietly listening, nodding to himself.

      “I see,” he said after a minute. “I am sorry.”

      Again Chris’ voice was audible but unintelligible. My fingers clawed into my pants and I nervously bit my lip. What was he sorry for? Was Chris bringing bad news? I couldn’t even think—

      “If I’d known, I would have warned you.” Adam’s voice was calm. No reason to jump to conclusions.

      “Thanks, Dad. We’ll be there within the hour.” He hung up and pocketed the phone.

      “And?” I couldn’t hold back.

      Adam’s face relaxed in relief. “They’re fine.”

      My heart jumped. I let myself fall back into the grass and smiled, sending a quick Thank you to the stars. They seemed to be smiling back

      “Ben’s injuries are minor. He might need to spend a day or two in bed to fully recover.”

      What a relief.

      “And the others?”

      “Fine, too.” He looked down at me and scrutinized my face.

      “Did he tell you what happened?”

      “Not the full story. They’ll share more when we return home.”

      He let himself sink onto his side next to me, head propped up with one arm. “You are beautiful.”

      My mouth twitched in a mixture between attraction and embarrassment. Could he still perceive my emotional climate or had he lost the ability when he had become a demon?

      Before I could elaborate on the question, he bent down to kiss me.

      The sparks were back in place, making my skin tingle where he was close enough. His lips were soft and gentle—the way I remembered them.

      My hands searched their way up his chest until they found his neck, and disappeared in the shock of dark strands.

      Adam’s breath became heavier. The fingers of his free hand grabbed me around the waist, and he pulled me closer until the sparks all but melted us together. His hand wandered up my back and came to rest between my shoulder-blades.

      “Claire,” he sighed. It wasn’t a sigh of pleasure, it was a sound of exasperation.

      He pulled away within the blink of an eye and I dropped back into the grass. My head hurt a little where it hit the ground. I rubbed my scalp and looked up at Adam in surprise.

      Behind the veil of night, Adam’s hungry eyes were staring through me. I couldn’t feel his hunger, yet, but the expression on his face had become all too familiar. He was hungry for my soul.

      “I am sorry,” he apologized behind his obvious desire.

      “It’s okay.”

      The look on his face became pained.

      “I am in control.” He seemed to be speaking more to himself than to me.

      As I watched him, one thing became crystal-clear to me. It didn’t matter that Adam had his memories back. He would keep thirsting for my soul. The question was whether it was enough—would his memories be enough to keep him from harming me.

      We both sat in the grass, staring at each other.

      “We should get back to my parents’ house,” Adam said.

      I nodded, resigned, even though I had tons I wanted to tell him. All the past months of pain and fear—I wanted to tell him about how I had missed him, how every breath had been agony without him.

      It would be too much and I knew it. I wouldn’t scare him off by sharing my torment. Or the intensity of my feelings for him now. Silence was golden. I love you, Adam, I plainly thought at him and staggered to my feet ungracefully.

      Adam remained in the grass. He pursed his lips and eyed me with a distant look.

      “Are you alright?” I asked.

      “I will be.” He laid his palms flat on the ground beside his body. “Step back, Claire,” he asked. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      I automatically took a few steps away from him. As I watched him sit, the ground beneath his fingers began to softly glow. White streaks of light were pulling towards him, collecting in his hands.

      The lines became longer and the radius of his reach wider. A spot right before my toes lit up and I watched the source wander over the surface, leaving a trail of smoke behind, toward Adam’s palms, which were all but radiating with bright light. It lingered there for a second or two and then it disappeared into him.

      Everything was dark again. The smell of burnt grass filled the air between us.

      “What was that?” I wondered aloud.

      Adam bounced upright an image of youth and perfection.

      “I ate.” He hid his face in the shadows. “I am sorry if I scared you. This was the only way to make sure I won’t get tempted on the way home.”

      I wasn’t exactly scared—more curious how he had fed on grass and soil, but I didn’t dare ask him.

      “The others are waiting.” Adam walked towards me, his eyes glowing to life, and his wings exploding from his shoulders. He held his arms open as an invitation.

      Without hesitation, I skipped into his embrace and put one arm around his neck.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      He gave me a faint smile, then lifted me against his chest, and took off without another word.

      

      My body was sore from the constant up and down when Adam set me down at the front door.

      “Come in,” Jenna ushered us in with nervous looks to the sides. “Are you sure nobody followed you?”

      “I am,” Adam said and slid past her into the living room.

      He had circled the town and flown in from an angle that made the shortest distance to the Gallagers’ house with the lowest risk of curious eyes spotting us in the night sky. Of course, my weak human eyes wouldn’t be able to tell—

      The door closed behind us and Jenna seized my arm on the way in.

      “Did he hurt you?” she asked without further warning.

      I shook my head, knowing, that all the others in the house would hear my spoken words.

      Jenna blinked her eyes in acknowledgment and walked me into the living room.

      I was relieved to see that Chris and Jaden were as unscathed as Jenna. They were both pacing, awaiting our return for different reasons. Jaden stopped mid-step and teleported to my side before I could even raise my hand to wave at him. Chris pulled Adam into a hug.

      “I’ll get you a fresh shirt.” Jenna said to her stepson and disappeared.

      “Where’s Ben?” I asked Jaden quietly.

      “He’s resting.” Jaden’s eyes were focused on Adam.

      “What happened?” he asked the exact same thing I had been about to ask.

      “What do you mean?” I followed his gaze and found Adam watching me with a dazed expression.

      “That,” Jaden referred to Adam’s staring.

      My cheeks felt hot, the way they usually did when they were blushed with embarrassment.

      “Is it that bad?” Jaden commented on my emotion.

      “I’ll tell you later.”

      “So, what happened after Adam got me out of there?” I asked, curious to hear the whole story and eager to change the subject. “Is Volpert gone for good?”

      “We can’t tell for sure,” Jaden jumped onto the new topic, saving my little dilemma for later. “All four of us hit him, definitely. All four hits combined should have been critical, but before I had a chance to verify if he was dead, Maureen showed up.

      “She must have hidden invisibly in the trees. She aimed at you when Adam didn’t strike immediately. Volpert must have brought her as a backup,” he mused.

      “I thought the same thing,” Adam agreed. “After all the times I’ve been too weak to kill Claire—I am sorry Claire, but that was my assignment when I was with the demons—” he gave me an apologetic look, “—he must have lost trust in me.”

      I bit my lip. Commenting on Adam’s attempts to murder me wouldn’t help any of us. After all, that had been before he had remembered who he was going after. Now, that he remembered me, revenge, and Volpert’s orders didn’t have any hold on him. The only thing that did, was his own demon-nature—the hunger for energy, for souls. For my soul, specifically.

      “If it hadn’t been for Ben...,” Jaden creased his forehead, and I recognized the tormented face he’d had when he had thought he’d lost me before. “He threw himself between you and Maureen. Her attack hit him.”

      Once again I was drowning in guilt. All of them had risked their lives to help me protect Sophie. How could I ever repay any of them?

      “He will be alright?” He had to.

      “Yes,” Chris responded and the look on his face didn’t betray him.

      “A few days of rest,” Jaden added. “It’s a wound inflicted by a demon—it can’t be sealed as easily as normal wounds.”

      He gave me a serious look. “Ben was extremely lucky.”

      “I’d like to see him,” I blurted. “—to say thank you, I mean.”

      “I’ll let you know when he’s awake.” Chris smiled at me and then at Adam. “I am glad you both are safe.”

      “Adam saved me.” I glanced at him and found him eyeing me with glowing green eyes.

      The dawning day tinted everything in a pale light. The horrors of the night seemed less severe when they were lit up by the first rays of the rising sun.

      “You should rest,” Jaden reminded me how exhausted I was. The past twenty-four hours had been a roller coaster of fear and hope.

      “Your bed is still made,” Jenna said to me when she reappeared and put a shirt into Adam’s hands. “Yours, too, Adam.”

      All eyes turned on Adam. Was he going to stay? We had never talked about what would happen to him if our plan worked.

      Adam’s gaze wandered back and forth between Jenna and Chris, from one to the other, finding the same hope on their faces.

      “That is, if you want to stay—” Jenna added.

      Before he spoke, Adam gave me a long, questioning look, like he was asking my permission. I hesitated for a short second. He was a risk to all of us, but we loved him anyway. He was their family. And he was my fate.

      “Stay,” I quietly said. It was so low that I wasn’t sure I had even spoken, but Adam broke into a smile that made it clear he had understood.

      “I don’t have anywhere else to be,” Adam confirmed.

      Jenna and Chris hugged him at the same time. It was a lovely image of a happy family. The only blemish, the insecurity if we could trust that he had changed enough to not harm any of us.

      For a moment, I could see it all. The prophecy—Adam as the redeemed demon who was capable of love and good. It felt plausible—and that was good enough for now. Only time would tell if we were erring in bringing him back into our lives.

      “Good night,” I said, ignoring the break of day and gave them some privacy.

      “Sleep tight,” Adam called after me, when I had already turned around to leave. His words enveloped me like a soft cover that carried me into the land of dreams the moment I laid down in bed.

      

      The sun was tickling my face when I opened my eyes.

      Jaden was sitting motionlessly on the foot end of the bed, watching me wake with a tender smile.

      “What time is it?” I asked into the bright light.

      “It’s mid-afternoon.” He slid up to sit beside me. “The others are downstairs.”

      “Did I miss anything?” I sat up, ready to jump out of bed.

      “Not really,” he grinned at my sleepy movements. “It was a long day yesterday. You needed to rest.”

      I pondered his statement for a moment and figured it was okay if I stayed in bed for a few more minutes.

      The day had been long, indeed. Many things to think about.

      Would Adam stay for good? If he did, we would need to find a way for him to not draw attention—everyone thought he was dead.

      Geoffrey would be returning soon. The Gallagers would need an explanation—or a new butler.

      He wouldn’t be able to simply pick up his life from before. There were too many factors that made it an impossibility.

      Even if he was the subject of the prophecy and even if the prophecy was real—

      “Do you think the prophecy is real?” I voiced my thought to Jaden.

      His forehead creased and he rested his back against the pillows.

      “Would you stay away from Adam if I told you it’s not?” he asked in return.

      “Probably not.”

      “Then what difference does it make?” He looked up at the ceiling, then closed his eyes as if he needed to rest them.

      He was right. It didn’t. Staying away from Adam was not an option anymore. I had seen him do good, even after he had turned bad. There was love in him—his love for his family, and even if it was just a memory—his love for me.

      A knock on the door interrupted our conversation.

      “Come in,” Jaden called.

      Chris’ head appeared in the door, showing a happy face.

      “Oh good, you’re awake,” he noted. “Ben just woke up and is ready to see you.”

      I almost fell out of bed—standing up without getting out of the covers first—and jumped into my clothes the second Chris disappeared.

      Jaden turned to face the wall like a gentlemen.

      Before I rushed out the door, I stopped and gave Jaden a hug.

      “Thank you for everything. You deserve to return home—more than anyone. The fact that you are still here, dealing with me after all the mess I have made, proves it.”

      He blinked his eyes and smiled faintly. “Whether or not I will be allowed back, is not for us to decide.”

      His arm wrapped around me for a second before he pulled out of the hug.

      “You should go. Ben’s probably waiting.

      My heart pounded when I walked down the hallway to Ben’s room.

      “Come in,” he said before I could even knock on the half-open door.

      The room itself hadn’t changed—the thick curtain was still draped to the sides in the middle of the long space. What was different was the decoration.

      The countless drawings of my face had been replaced with drawings of wings. Some of them light, some of them dark.

      There was only one portrait of me left. It wasn’t any I had seen before. It was new and I was wearing last night’s clothes in it. The background was black as the night.

      “Hi, Ben,” I said as I slowly made my way up to him.

      He was laying in bed, head propped up on a stack of pillows, a sheet of paper in one hand.

      After a moment of hesitation, I eventually sat down on the edge of his bed.

      He looked fine—a little pale maybe. I took a deep breath of relief.

      “You’re a hero,” I said.

      “Maybe,” he grinned darkly. “But aren’t heroes supposed to sacrifice themselves for others?”

      I didn’t quite understand what he was saying.

      “Which is exactly what you did,” I clarified my view on things.

      “It’s nice you think that highly of me,” Ben put down the paper. “I didn’t sacrifice myself for anyone else, though.” He gave me an unreadable look. “I did it for myself.”

      “Ben, you took a hit for me. If that’s not a noble thing to do—”

      “It’s a selfish thing,” he interrupted. “I didn’t do it to save you, I did it to save myself from a life without you.”

      I didn’t know what to say and lowered my gaze, processing his words. He was aware that I loved his brother.

      Of course he felt, that there was this tiny part of me that had feelings for him. He would never let it go until there was nothing for him to perceive.

      Ben shifted under the cover, watching me think. He didn’t seem disturbed by my silence, instead he gave me an understanding nod.

      “I just wanted you to know the reason.” He looked at me with his steely eyes, a hint of hope reflecting in his words.

      “You’re still a hero to me.” I tried a lighthearted smile, but got stuck in a grimace that felt like my lips were forming a crooked line.

      “Maybe—” Ben’s eyes were still holding mine in place. “You know how much I disapproved of you for being an ill-fated attachment to my brother,” his words stung, “but I also hated myself for disliking you. And after Adam’s death, I thought I could never forgive you,” his eyes lit up with the tiniest glow, “but then, when I got to know you better, I found that my feelings for you are so much stronger than my dislike could ever be—”

      When I thought back to the first few encounters we’d had—his cold, hateful glares—who would have believed we would end up here, where we were now... It felt like a different time. A time before living through the loss of Adam—for both of us.

      “—I know Adam has returned,” he continued. “And I know that you love him. Just don’t forget that things have changed.” His eyebrows knitted together and his voice changed into a concerned whisper. “He has changed... Now Adam is the ill-fated attachment—” Ben paused and laid his hand onto mine. “You’re pure. He is danger... I won’t lose you.”

      My skin heated under his touch. This was a dangerous path for all of us. Adam wasn’t dangerous just to me. And I already had my doubts on how things would work out for all of us—Ben’s feelings were adding another layer of complexity that I simply couldn’t allow.

      With a conscientious twist, I slid my hand out from under Ben’s, and ran it through my hair as an excuse.

      I was afraid of hurting Ben. Maybe also a little afraid of myself—that if I let him continue speaking, he would find those right words to change my mind—and I might let him.

      “Are you in pain?” I changed the topic. He looked fine, but who knew.

      “Nah—nothing that I can’t handle,” Ben made a dismissive gesture with his free hand. “I might even come downstairs for dinner.”

      He was acting strong. Or maybe he was stronger than I had given him credit for. He had surprised me with his warm, caring side, he had hidden so well in the beginning.

      “That’s good to hear.” It was. And I was grateful that he had recovered so well. However, an unexpected heaviness was weighing down my relief.

      There and then I knew that it didn’t matter how I would decide—whether I would change my mind or not—I would always hurt one of them. And hurting them was hurting myself. Any joy I would find was bound to be tainted.

      I got to my feet. “Rest, if you can,” I ordered with a forced smile which Ben returned with a set face that made me suspect that he wasn’t any more comfortable than I was.

      When I turned to leave, Ben rolled to his side and I caught a glance of the piece of paper in his hand.

      It was a drawing of me—next to him, his wings framing us and his hand resting on my cheek.

      He is an artist, I told myself and averted my gaze. Ben didn’t show any sign he had noticed I had seen his artwork.

      With a pounding heart and mixed emotions, I crossed the room and hurried out the door.

      Jaden was waiting for me at the top of the stairs.

      “You look like you could use some fresh air,” he said with a crease in his forehead.

      Fresh air was exactly what I needed—and to think.

      He grabbed my elbow and guided me downstairs, across the hallway and to the beautiful door with the ornate glass inlays.

      The peaceful aura of the back garden was the perfect place to hide for a while and think.

      Jaden led me to the wooden bench and we sat down, side by side. For a moment, my mind was drifting back to Ben’s picture. A wave of sympathy followed a moment of wonder before I ended up in admiration for his talent.

      Jaden cleared his throat beside me and brought me back to the present.

      “You still owe me an answer from last night,” he ignored my current state of mind and state of emotion—for he without a doubt knew how I was feeling.

      “What do you mean?” I replied absently. My head was still in cognitive overload.

      Jaden bent forward and inclined his head so he faced me.

      “What happened after Adam got you out of the graveyard?”

      With all the remaining energy I could find, I directed my attention to him.

      “He carried me to a field. I can’t tell where—”

      “Did he hurt you?” he interrupted, his expression not as serene as I was used to.

      “He didn’t,” I negated.

      “What were you embarrassed about earlier?” he demanded, still not entirely convinced everything was alright.

      The heat returned to my cheeks, and I could picture myself with a tomato replacing my head.

      Jaden’s eyes widened. “It can’t be that bad...,” he encouraged me.

      “He kissed me,” I admitted, my eyes on my hands. Why was I so embarrassed about it? Probably because of the nature of the kiss and what it had led to—

      “He kissed you—that’s all?” Jaden interrogated me for details. “You know that I need to know. I don’t trust him—not yet.”

      My mind wandered back to the wasteland Adam had created with his hands while—it was hard to think of it as that—eating.

      “You are uncomfortable,” Jaden noted.

      I was. There was no way around it. Jaden had a right to know. He had given up everything for me. It was only fair that I gave him the truth about how difficult his task might become in the future.

      “There was a moment where he was hungry for my soul—” I started.

      Jaden jumped to his feet in reflex, ready to shield me from any approaching danger.

      “Sit down, Jaden.” I pulled him back to the bench gently. “He got it under control all by himself—he didn’t hurt me. Not even a little bit.”

      The way I phrased it made it sound more harmless than it had actually been. Jaden couldn’t be fooled.

      “He compensated, right?” he asked and eyed me accusingly.

      I fidgeted. Alerting Jaden was the last thing I wanted to do. Luckily, I didn’t need to answer.

      “I did,” Adam said from behind us.

      Jaden froze next to me. “Who did you kill instead?”

      Adam stepped forward and smiled.

      “No one,” he said and walked towards the wild bush in the center of the garden and laid his hand on top of the little red blossoms. “I found a way—let me show you.”

      Before Jaden could react, the branches of the bush turned gray, while streaks of bright light were running towards them from the ground below, and collecting in Adam’s palms. Within the blink of an eye, he had absorbed the glowing layer under his fingers and smiled.

      Jaden eyed him in disbelief. “You can live off plants?”

      “I guess I can,” Adam answered, hope lighting up his eyes. “This way it’s safe for me to be around all of you.”

      He didn’t show any sign of the hunger for my soul—or any of the others’—at the moment, but I knew it was in there. Caged for now, but in there anyway.

      Jaden didn’t object. I could see how hard he was trying to believe Adam was—and would stay—in control.

      “Mom and Dad won’t be happy about the bush,” Adam winked at me—my stomach jolted with a million of butterflies—and turned to walk back inside

      “You love him,” Jaden said—a fact, not a question.

      “More than is healthy,” I sighed and leaned back on the bench.

      “Despite the fact that he is a demon,” again not a question.

      I just nodded.

      Of course it would be better for me to love someone whose instinct didn’t tell them to drain my soul. Someone less demon, more angel—like the one who had sacrificed himself for me.

      I didn’t mention that against all rational thought, a segment of my heart had developed an attachment to Adam’s little brother, too. That tiny part kept painstakingly screaming for my attention.

      It would have to wait.

      Even with the prospect of Volpert’s defeat, there were plenty of challenges awaiting us in the near future—not all of them involving the supernatural.

      My finals were around the corner. It was the one thing I couldn’t procrastinate—and I shouldn’t. Now that I had the hope of a future once more, I wanted to be prepared to live it.

      And I wouldn’t be the only one to expect that from me. Sophie would return from Indianapolis soon. She would want to see me graduate, and it was because of my wonderful new family, that I could. They had made sure I was safe.

      Volpert was gone—for now. Jaden had said, that even if he had survived the attack, he wouldn’t be coming for us anytime soon, and his clan would be disorganized without him. His face hadn’t been one-hundred percent convincing but I chose to trust him—he had been right before.

      “Do you think we should tell Sophie?” I asked him, my eyes on the dead circle of vegetation.

      “We’ll have to eventually. Even if Volpert is dead, there will be those seeking revenge for him. Demons are vindictive creatures...”

      We had both been staring at the garden for a long while when Jaden pulled me against his side and kissed the top of my head. “I have somewhere I need to be.”

      He slid to his feet and smiled his angelic smile, his eyes soft-glowing orbs of liquid gold. “I’ll be back soon.”

      And he was gone.

      

      The sun was escaping the sky and vanishing behind the horizon when I sat down on the front porch. Jenna had dropped me off—in her very own angelic way, teleported me into my kitchen. I had cleaned the house just enough to make it look like I had been living there for the past few weeks.

      My mind was still caught in the dilemma of the Gallager brothers. Both of them had declared their feelings for me. Hard as it was to admit, my heart was split and beat for both of them. One I loved in a fated way, but an impending affection for the other was sneaking in.

      No matter what would happen, Adam was part of me and our love had survived death. There was a chance it would survive his instincts. He had demonstrated that he was capable of control and there was a good chance he would do so again—and I would be at his side to help him get through it.

      I wrapped my arms around my legs and rested my head on my knees. For the first time in weeks, I was alone. After our victory, it had been a group decision that permanent supervision had become temporarily obsolete and I was free to walk more than three steps without a Gallager shadowing me.

      It would take a day or two to get used to the regained freedom. By then Sophie would have returned home and I would have survived the finals. At least that was the plan.

      Of course there were more things to consider than that. There would come a point where Sophie would need to learn about the threat she had escaped. I was planning on protecting her from the truth for as long as I could, but with Adam back in my life, it would have to be sooner rather than later. His resurrection without a doubt was going to raise questions.

      And wasn’t it better to be prepared if Volpert did return? We didn’t know if or when his clan was going to avenge our attack on their leader. It was bound to happen—not any time soon, Jaden had said—but it was going to happen. And then it would be an impossibility to keep Sophie out of it.

      I watched the last rays of sun tint everything in beautiful orange light until my heart felt a little less heavy.

      It was impossible to know what exactly would be coming for us—even though we knew that something would—but if the prophecy was right, we wouldn’t need to fear, as long as we had Adam’s love, for it would save us all.
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      Their eyes were following me with detestation, resentful glares watching every step I took up toward the front of the translucent hall.

      Glistening light was filling every corner of the space. It didn’t hurt my eyes the way it would hurt normal ones. My angel eyes were made of light, hidden behind golden irises, disguised as human eyes. Light didn’t hurt my kind—I was light.

      My feet carried me forward steadily, the familiar yearning to walk through the gigantic portal at the end of the room setting in without delay, but I was forbidden. I had made a decision. I had traded my right to return home. This hall, the gate to the eternal light, was as far as I would get. For now.

      Knowing that Claire was safer because of me made it worth the risk of being denied entry forever. Being allowed to protect her made it even worth enduring their stares.

      It wasn’t how they would normally look at me. I was one of the older ones among them—an idol for some. In our hierarchy, this demanded respect.

      It was also not how they should be looking at me. The celestials were supposed to be noble and forgiving...tenderhearted. But centuries of serving in the realm of mortals had rubbed off on all of us. We weren’t as dignified as we liked to think.

      One pair of eyes didn’t shun me. Compassion was welling enclosed inside two perfectly round, violet disks, when I was walking past the celestial who was sitting a little aside from the others.

      Garreth nodded at me and his chestnut braid moved on his shoulder as I passed him.

      Thank you, I thought at him.

      If anyone understood, it would be him. He had made the same mistake I had. He had fallen in love with his fosterling. The difference between him and me was, that he had been able to let it go. He had moved on as instructed and he hadn’t failed to protect those who came after Constance.

      When I looked into his eyes, I saw how he was different from the others...the purer ones. Those who had never been intrigued by human emotions.

      They were perfect in their roles. Functional protectors. A force of good, keeping the balance in the world those humans had to live through before it was their time to move on.

      Garreth and I were frontier runners. We both had conceived the thought of human love, and it had softened us over decades, until we had finally allowed ourselves to dive into the emotion.

      It had cost him the respect of the others, and it had cost me everything.

      When I’d been assigned to Claire fifteen years ago, I’d thought of it as fate’s cruel joke, seeing the smile of the love of my existence—all new and innocent—on Claire’s lips. Seeing Agnes’ graceful movements in Claire’s every step.

      I had gotten used to it—to Agnes’ eyes looking back at me from Claire’s face, staring at me in awe, in fear, in hope...

      The tips of my wings’ lowest feathers touched on the perimeter of the most elevated area in the hall as I was stepping up the stairs.

      They were wide and flat and smooth under my bare feet. Brilliant, little rainbows were flickering across my white garment and up along the stairs, delivering my attention back to where I was headed.

      The Council of Elders was throning on the platform, each of them radiant with light.

      I shrank as the sight of perfection was epitomizing my own flaws.

      All four of them sat in stoic stance. Nothing could touch their peaceful and righteous aura—or so it appeared as I watched them.

      They only gave a sign that they had noticed me when I stopped at the foot of their seats.

      “Welcome, brother,” Jophiel greeted me in her breezy voice. Her presence trickled down my back in a whirl of elegance and delicacy as she turned her pate to face me, and her translucent hair cascaded in gentle waves, shining in soft shades of the entire color spectrum.

      I lowered my gaze in awe from the most beautiful, most perfect of all Elders, when her light-gray eyes met mine.

      Beside her, Ameretat lifted a slender hand in greeting. Apart from that, her petite figure stayed motionless. Her dark skin was gleaming most exquisitely under strands of silky, black hair, but her equally black eyes remained focused on a distant point behind the present.

      Azrael nodded at me, strands of purple hiding his perfect features.

      “You have come for re-assessment,” Michael finally spoke. The cloak of light flowed around his majestic figure when he stood up. It didn’t fail to call for the same reaction I always had when confronted with him.

      “I have.” My voice was thick with the knowledge that I hadn’t achieved what I had promised.

      Displeasing the Elders was inexcusable—especially displeasing Michael.

      Now it was time for me to defend my actions. I had wanted to keep Claire safe. Instead, I had agreed to a risky path by allowing Adam back in her life, putting her in danger every moment of her short existence. It was a step backwards.

      And worse than that, I had put her at risk by letting her go to Volpert.

      Of course she was safe and he was gone—for now—but I couldn’t rely on the crisis to be over. Only after I’d see Volpert’s dead body would I believe he was gone for good. Until then I wouldn’t rest for even a second—insignificant as that timespan may seem to an old soul like me. I had made poor decisions ever since I had been watching over her—

      My chances of ever seeing the other side of the portal were melting away.

      “Your mortal fosterling is still alive,” he recognized, curls bouncing around his face when he nodded at me, acknowledging the miracle that Claire was still breathing.

      “She has been close several times. Fate has been knocking on her door more than once since we have agreed to this arrangement,” Azrael noted, and he would know. After all, he was the one to help humans transition into what was awaiting them beyond their mortal lives.

      I swallowed.

      “What can you tell us about the demon?” Jophiel asked through my fear. She was intuitive and empathic—maybe the closest one to understanding my decision to bargain my right to return home. Love radiated from her like a solid wave. She was love. The same way that Ameretat was immortality. It wasn’t something any mortal could understand.

      “He has a conscience,” I spoke the first thing that came to my mind.

      Jophiel sighed an airy sigh and gazed into the distance.

      She drew up the image of Adam from my memory for all of us. In this realm, we all had a shared consciousness we could tap into.

      The demon was drifting within all our minds, his black wings the only proof of his once angelic nature.

      “He remembers everything,” I defended my decision to allow him near Claire. “He remembers that he marked her. He remembers his family. He helped bring down a powerful demon.”

      Ameretat changed the vision of Adam to an image of Claire, resting in Adam’s arms, eyes closed, face full of trust.

      “This is dangerous,” she warned. “He is immortal. She is human. We don’t know if his conscience will be enough to save her.”

      I saw the image through her eyes and her angle became clear momentarily. I could feel the danger, the strength of his immortality, the misplaced trust, and Claire’s breakable soul next to Adam’s dark heart.

      “He remembers he loved her,” Jophiel shed her perspective onto the vision and it changed in all our minds.

      Suddenly Claire’s trust appeared like an investment. Her pulsing heart was pumping not only blood; it was pumping affection—love—through her entire body. And where her skin touched Adam’s, the love would seep into him—crystal liquid disappearing between black stones.

      I felt warmth and hope at the possible facet of what we were seeing; and the others could see it, too. There was something in Claire’s fundamental being that could change everything. There was a chance.

      Azrael turned his onyx eyes on me, presenting me with his slant on the scene. All warmth drained from me when I watched Claire turn cold beside Adam, her pale, trusting face becoming a reminder of my selfishness.

      Four consciousnesses were lingering in mine, observing my hope being shredded to pieces as Claire’s light disappeared within Adam until she was nothing more than a cold shape against him.

      I sank to my knees under the weight of the possibility. “I won’t let this happen.”

      The vision disappeared and the gleaming light dazzled me after the image of darkness.

      Michael’s diamond eyes pierced into my mind and he spoke without using his voice.

      “She is still alive. And you still have time to right what you have wronged.” He sat and held my gaze for a time span that human senses cannot comprehend before he dismissed me with an infinitesimal gesture of his fingers.

      It felt like an absolution.

      I bowed my head to the Council and got back on my feet.

      All four of them were meeting my gaze before I turned to leave. Jophiel’s light-gray irises were gleaming. She was love, and love was what she was anticipating.

      Her vision of Claire and Adam carried me along the rows of spectators like a raft. All of them had seen what I had seen. They all knew my pain and my hope. But none of them understood—none but Garreth. His violet eyes still held the ancient grief of loss.

      After one last longing look at the gate, I continued to the other end of the hall until I stood at the fringe of the realm.

      Claire was my last chance to redeem myself. I would stay with her until her very last breath—even if this meant I would never return home.
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        Good or evil is not who we are, it’s who we choose to be.

        Claire Gabriel in Gray, The Wings Trilogy #3
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      It took less than the flutter of a child’s eyelids for me to switch into the human realm. My new home—at least until the situation with Claire was figured out. It was more the situation with Adam, to be honest. If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t have had to risk everything to keep Agnes’ granddaughter safe. The situation would be resolved—one way or the other.

      My stomach tightened as I turned around and faced myself in the plain square mirror on the wall. The images the Elders had conjured were still lingering in my mind. On the one side, the positive picture of Claire’s love seeping into Adam, building and nourishing his ability to love. On the other side, Claire’s love being drained and consumed by Adam, leaving her a pale and lifeless shape in a scene from my nightmares.

      Was I happy with the decisions I had made? I was. Even though they were harder to follow through with than I had expected—Adam’s resurrection was complicating my plans to save Claire more than I could have imagined—I was glad I had chosen this way.

      The man staring back at me from the polished glass surface showed no sign of distress or discomfort. He didn’t carry his emotions on his features the way humans did. Hundreds and hundreds of years had taught him to hide behind an angelic mask of fortitude and spirit. There was only one person who deserved to see him as I was, and that was the one person I had failed the most. She was the reason I had chosen to lead this human life, to dress human, to act human, and to attend high school like a human boy the age of my appearance would. I would give anything to make sure her life was spared, that she was protected. Ever since Agnes, I hadn’t been able to find peace, I had failed again and again, and now it was my turn to prove that I was still worthy. Saving Claire was my path to salvation.
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      “What’s the point?” I shook my head at Greg.

      Gregory Milton-Davis made a face and slung his arm around Amber. Lydia nodded eagerly at his suggestion.

      “What’s the point of a graduation party?” Greg asked with a face that questioned my sanity.

      My best friends in the human world were all sitting with me in the cafeteria today. It was one of our last lunch breaks as seniors.

      It had been a while since I had really seen them as best friends. This spot had been taken by someone else a while ago. Someone in the supernatural world—my guardian angel, Jaden, had filled it without hesitation the second he saved me from self-destruction after Adam’s death.

      Now that Adam was back—as a demon, craving my soul and not the safest boyfriend material—Jaden was guiding me through the hazards of being in love with such a dangerous creature. If anyone deserved the title best friend, it was Jaden.

      It was good to see Amber and Greg together, though. They were the most beautiful couple our school had ever seen.

      “At my house,” Greg informed us with a grin. “You all are coming. No excuses.”

      I watched Amber’s eyes sparkle at Greg.

      “Bring a date,” he added and gave me a serious look.

      Ever since Adam’s reappearance, my mood was so much better. All of them had noticed, but none of them had dared to question why. For all they knew, Adam was still dead.

      In another week we would graduate and we all would be free.

      “Okay,” I gave in to Greg’s request. “I’ll find a date.”

      The three of them grinned at me, their eyes saying various things. Greg’s showed mild melancholy—he was probably thinking back to the days he’d had a huge crush on me. Amber’s were ecstatic with the idea of me having moved on before she glanced at Greg quickly, to confirm that he wasn’t offering himself as an option. He wasn’t—by the time Amber looked, his face had gone back to the infatuated smile he’d worn those past few weeks whenever he looked at her. Lydia’s eyes held a cautious happiness. She was glad I was social again, but she didn’t dwell on it.

      Of course, I knew who I wanted to bring, but it was an impossibility. Adam was considered dead by the state of Illinois and all the people I knew. He couldn’t show himself in public. Even if he could—it would be too dangerous.

      My former angel-boyfriend was now a demon. His primary food source was the energy of living beings. Besides the Gallagers, my guardian angel, Jaden, and the local librarian, Liz, no one knew he was back. We hadn’t taken any risk of exposure. Even Geoffrey, the Gallagers’ butler, had been sent away on vacation for a few weeks.

      This much I was certain of—I would have to find a different date for the party.

      Maybe Jaden would play the role for one evening. He would graduate with us, after all. It would be an easy solution.

      My guardian angel had decided that I needed more protection when Volpert’s demon clan was hunting me, and he had come to finish high school here in Aurora. He was skipping lunch today, though. He was on a mission somewhere. He hadn’t shared what he’d been up to, but I assumed it had something to do with the prophecy.

      So, I would ask him later today. He would be thrilled—or would he?

      First I would rush back to the Gallagers’ place and see Adam. Every moment away from him was one moment too many. Ever since I had thought him dead—and he had been for a while—I was restless whenever we were apart. It had become distracting to such a degree that Jaden would nudge me with his elbow during classes, just to keep me focused on the present.

      The bell rang and I gulped down my juice before I hurried back to class with the others.

      “Only a few more days,” Lydia encouraged when she saw me making a face at the history classroom.

      “I know.” It was about time I said goodbye to this place for good. Who knew where I would be in a year. If I went to college—the plan still was to go—I would have to go somewhere Adam could come, too. It would have to be a place where nobody knew us. I quietly wondered if there was a way for Adam to finish Med School.

      At the classroom door, Lydia slowed her pace to finish a comment so I sidestepped ahead of the trio. Jaden was already there, as always the very picture of handsomeness, and smiling at me. I slid into the empty seat next to him.

      “Any luck?” I murmured discreetly.

      “Possibly.”

      “What does that mean, `possibly’?” I demanded, keeping my voice low but leaning in for emphasis.

      Jaden inclined himself slightly towards me, his eyes golden with meaning. “There are some important people who are very interested in Adam’s current state,” he said even more quietly.

      “What?” In my surprise, I was louder than I meant to be and he winced and flicked his eyes around the room to see if we had drawn any attention. But no, the buzz of conversation continued unabated. Not even our friends in the doorway had noticed. Weeks ago, when he had first appeared at school, his striking appearance had created a lot of interest, but that had faded, which was fine with me. Neither Jaden nor I was especially interesting to these teenagers, which allowed us to converse relatively freely and to even sneak in snippets of angel-demon-talk during our school days.

      “Who?” I demanded more quietly. “Is this a bad thing?”

      “Nothing to worry about, yet. We can talk about it tonight at the Gallagers’. Everyone needs to be filled in.” He finished abruptly, straightening in his chair as Mrs. Weaver walked in the room. I mirrored his move, but reluctantly and without turning my mind to history.

      Mrs. Weaver had started the class when I was still turning Jaden’s words in my head, trying to make sense of them, and I missed quite a few minutes on the development of the United Nations as my thoughts were hopelessly circling around who might be the important people interested in Adam, and what they wanted to know, or possibly do.

      Adam’s angel-demon hybrid was a rarity even in the world of supernaturals. His resurrection was bound to make waves in the angel world. It for sure had in the demon world. Volpert’s clan had tried to monopolize him for their own purposes and, of course, to take revenge on my ancestors.

      It had taken us all by surprise that my sister and I were the direct descendants of James Albert Thompson, the Victorian-era rail company bookkeeper who had killed Volpert’s father. It was what gave me sleepless nights, even though my worst nightmare—Adam’s death—was defeated through his miraculous return from the grave. It gave Jaden a reason to be on edge more than he would usually be trying to protect me from the evil in this world.

      Of course, we didn’t know if Volpert was still alive and biding his time until he could finish us off, or if the Gallagers had sent him to hell for good. The last time I had seen him, they had attacked him, but eerie Maureen, the ghost of Adam’s past love, had been his backup. She had directed a blow at me which Ben had taken instead. I shuddered at the memory.

      Ben was fine now. The only thing that seemed to bother him was that Adam’s return had thrown our emerging romance off-path.

      The afternoon offered no more chances for private conversations so I was still chewing on the import of Jaden’s comments as the final bell sent me off to my regular Thursday job at the public library.

      In the beginning, it had just been a job, but over time it had become a place as magical as any, touched by angels and demons. Two people had been killed by demons there and the new librarian, Liz Martinez, was well-aware of the darkness that was lurking in the shadows. She was part of a secret organization called The Guard. They protected the angels’ secrets and their history in order to help them gain the upper-hand in the eternal war between good and evil.

      I stepped through the door into the warm familiarity of the library just as the glorious, old tall clock was striking four.

      “Hi, Liz,” I said, feeling glad to be back in her aura of beauty and competence.

      She was an impressive Latina in her mid-forties, with a shining black mane of hair that today was spilling onto the shoulders of a violet jacket vividly embroidered here and there with red and gold flowers. She looked more full of energy than ever and I wondered if I could ever achieve that much style and self-confidence. If so, growing older wouldn’t seem so bad. She looked up and gave a cheerful salute with the cup of coffee in her hand which was as much a part of her style as her hair and high heels.

      “You look like you are about to graduate any moment,” she laughed as a greeting. “How many days?”

      “A week.” I dropped my bag behind the counter and grabbed the pile of books Liz had stacked there.

      She gave me a knowing look and laid a quick hand on my arm.

      “Any news on Adam?” she whispered.

      Liz had been there when Adam had woken up with his full memory and she had been the one to make the connection to the prophecy. Her eidetic memory was the reason we had learned so fast about Adam’s condition. He was part-human, part-angel, part-demon. Only, the human and the angel-part had died when he had been fatally hit by demons on that cursed roof a few months ago.

      What was left of him now was basically a demon—with a conscience, and feelings for me, but still a demon. He fed off life-energy and souls, and mine he had been primed to crave.

      The prophecy, I thought and sat right down on the high stool. It was the one thing we were all clinging to in the hope that Adam wasn’t lost. That he was still good in the core of his being.

      Liz had followed me to the counter and was glancing at me with curious eyes. “So, is there?”

      I decided my graduation-ready bright attitude must not be fooling the intuitive Liz. I should tell her. If anyone could decipher the prophecy, it would be her.

      I sighed and looked frankly at her. “Not really.” Should I mention he was the reason I had butterflies in my stomach all the time? Would it be important to confess that he had kissed me once or twice since that night in the field? Mostly I should say that he was being super-careful not to accidentally hurt me. His demonic craving for energy and souls was something he couldn’t just switch off. It was part of who he was now. Even with the ability to compensate with the life-energy of plants... he was dangerous to all of us. Most of the time he was spending in the Gallagers’ garden, burning the flora to ashes with the touch of his hands.

      “He has been working to get his urges under control,” I explained while in my mind’s eye I could see the carbonized circles Adam had left on the greenery.

      “That’s good, I suppose,” she took a sip of coffee, “he is still committed to not harm you.”

      “I guess he is.” If only I could read his mind. Even though he had kissed me a couple of times, besides that he hadn’t shown any other intentions of intensifying our relationship. I couldn’t tell if it was because he didn’t want to or because he didn’t trust himself. But that was something I’d rather not share with anyone. It was bad enough that all of the angels in my life knew how deep my feelings for Adam were—stupidly, despite the risk his presence bore for all of us. They could sense it whenever we were in the same room.

      I quietly cursed their ability to perceive people’s emotions and dropped my bag. There was no one else around, but I had learned to be cautious.  I turned my back on the reading room and said, as low as I could, “Any news on the prophecy?”

      Liz took a purposeful breath. “I’ve done some digging.” She was supposed to find out whatever she could about the man who had brought the prophecy to her for verification. “He covered his tracks well, but there might be one track worth following.” She smiled triumphantly.

      The prophecy was the one thing that made me believe Adam was still my Adam.

      He, who fell and was reborn evil, will be awakened, and he will rise like a phoenix from the ashes. His shell will be black, but his heart will be golden and his soul will be light. The reborn’s life will be eternal and his power will be great, but his love will save us. I remembered every word of the prophecy and carried it in my heart, a charm against the darkness that pressed against me every moment.

      “Really? What track?”

      “There are several signs indicating his current location.” Liz bent down so she was closer to my ear. “I think he is here in Aurora right now.”

      My breath caught in my throat. If the man who had brought the document to Liz was here in Aurora, that meant there was a chance we would learn about the origin of the prophecy.

      “We need to tell Jaden.” It was the first thing I could think of to speed up the process. Jaden was following his own path in order to find out all he could about our situation.

      He hadn’t shared one bit about his sources, but he kept coming home with snippets of information. So far nothing that would give us an indication of whether or not we could relax about Volpert and his clan.

      Before I could go on investigating more about what Liz had discovered, I heard the soft swish of the door opening and turned to see a young woman step through with a sideways movement that allowed her heavy book bag to swing free by its single strap. She looked around for a minute before she approached the counter with an unsure expression.

      I slid off the stool. “May I help you?”

      Liz straightened up beside me.

      The young woman gave a tiny shake of her head and turned as if to leave,  but changed her mind and came to the counter. She was Sophie’s age, and pretty, with chestnut brown hair and eyes the same shade.

      “I am sorry to disturb you,” she began, which seemed unnecessary given that we were staffing a library counter. Her voice was hushed and she glanced from one to the other of us uncomfortably. “I am looking for Elizabeth,”  she finally said.

      I couldn’t help wondering if I knew her from somewhere, her face was familiar.

      Liz leaned her arms on the counter and said, “That would be me. What can I do for you?”

      The visitor paused to straighten her dress under the shoulder strap and looked at me as though expecting I would leave. I shot Liz an uncertain glance, hoping for direction, but she ignored me, so I stayed. Still, the young woman stood there saying nothing until Liz leaned farther forward, clasping her hands, and said in an I’m-a-busy-lady tone, “Really, how can I help you?”

      Another pause and then the girl leaned forward also and said in even more hushed tones, “I have a message for you.”

      “Okay,” Liz said, loudly, to indicate that nothing would be kept from me.  But the beautiful visitor apparently had no more to say. She merely fished into her bag with a slender hand and extracted a small, folded paper which she offered delicately to Liz.

      “Thanks.” Liz accepted the paper and held it up. “Who is it from?”

      But, mission accomplished, the visitor was already on her way, not even pausing as she glanced at us over her shoulder. “I’m not supposed to tell you” she said as she slipped through the door and disappeared.

      Liz threw me a concerned look and took off around the counter, her heels clicking loudly, black hair flowing. “Wait!” She pulled the door open and stood looking up and down the street, but apparently, there was nothing to be seen. She returned to the counter after a short minute, face flushed and eyes sparkling.

      “Who was that?” I burst out the moment she was back.

      “No idea.” She leaned against the wood and held up the little piece of paper with two fingers. “Do you want to find out?”

      I felt uneasy. Did it happen a lot to her that strangers delivered mysterious messages in the middle of the day? She didn’t seem bothered, while it was making me edgy. Everything and everyone could be a danger in disguise. At least that’s what Jaden had warned me to take into consideration if odd things occurred. So I was concerned. But mostly I was really curious.

      “Shall we open it?” Liz flashed me a smile. One of those confident smiles only a grown woman like her could offer.

      I nodded quickly, anxious to learn what was going on.

      Liz grabbed the edges of the note and carefully unfolded it. I saw only the back of it. It was white with thin blue lines, like from a usual notebook. It didn’t indicate anything about its origin, I observed, disappointed.

      She studied the content for a long minute, her eyes wandering from side to side and then up and down the paper.

      “May I ask what it says?” I asked, cautiously, not wanting to disturb her but not really able to hold back.

      The library was still empty. People would start coming in later in the afternoon. The coast was clear for her to answer if she liked.

      “It’s a riddle,” she shared.

      A riddle? Who would send her a riddle? I held my breath as she opened her mouth to read.

      “If you want to find me, you need to follow your passion,” she quoted.

      Before I could even wonder what it meant, my phone buzzed in my pocket. I jumped. It brought me back to reality and made me aware of my environment again.

      “Do you want to answer that ?” Liz asked, her voice neither approving nor disapproving of the disturbance.

      I considered for a moment. What I really wanted was to know what the message meant. I was going to shake my head at her but the buzzing didn’t stop, so I dug my fingers into my pocket and fished out the cell.

      Sophie. I read my sister’s name on the display and instantaneously was alarmed. Ever since I had found out that people who shared my blood were on Volpert’s death-list, my imagination got the better of me when it came to things that could happen to her.

      “Do you mind if I answer this?” I more informed Liz than asked her permission. She nodded anyway, and I glided out from behind the counter and hurried to the staff room.

      “Sophie,” I answered while I was still walking. I waited for a second, expecting the worst.

      “Claire, hi.” To my relief, it was Sophie’s voice. The fear diminished a little, but her voice was off.

      “What’s wrong?”

      The first response I got was a sob and then a deep breath. Was she crying?

      “Sophie, you’re scaring me,” I said, feeling helpless. What was going on? “Sophie?”

      “It’s Ian,” she finally spoke with a broken voice and then fell silent again.

      “What’s wrong with Ian?” The tension was killing me. What had happened over there in Indianapolis? Had the demons gotten to Ian the way they had gotten to Adam and me? My imagination was playing various scenarios of how bad it could possibly be.

      “Ian and I—we broke up,” she got it out.

      I exhaled with relief. No demons. The reality she was presenting was so much better than what I had expected, but of course, it wouldn’t be appropriate for me to cheer at the news. So I composed myself and reminded myself how much I liked Ian. “I am so sorry, Sophie.” The words came out truthfully. “What happened?”

      Ian was probably the nicest guy my sister had ever brought home, and they were a great couple.

      “I don’t know how it happened,” Sophie sobbed into the phone. “One moment we were talking about the future, the next moment we were fighting...”

      “Tell me everything,” I encouraged her to let it out and leaned against the counter beside the fridge, expecting a long talk.

      Unexpectedly, the conversation was short but held a lot of tears. Their separation had been a mutual decision. Both of them felt like it wasn’t working out the way they had wished.

      “You would think I am smarter than to send away the one good guy on my resume.” Sophie half-laughed, half-cried. It was true. Ian was the one good guy. “But I do need to focus on my career. He wants different things in life than I do.”

      “What is it that you want?” I asked, curious myself. My sister and I were close, but she had been so busy over-compensating for our parents’ absence, that I barely knew where her life should be headed in her opinion.

      “Well, I am far from thinking about starting a family,” her voice was mildly hysterical, “he isn’t.”

      I swallowed. Family. “If you both feel it’s not working out, it’s probably for the best that you let go,” I consoled her in a flash of enlightenment. “Then you both are free when your soulmate turns up.” My mind flickered to Adam for a fraction of a second. What shot did we actually have at a real future? One that might include the term `family’ in a wider definition?

      I fought back the thought and returned to Sophie. “You’ll be back in Aurora in no time, and I’ll make sure you’re busy, so you won’t think about the breakup all the time, okay?’

      Sophie’s laugh sounded broken.

      “Okay.”

      “Call me anytime,” I offered. “Day or night.” It was an honest offer. Sophie had guided me through the nightmare of our parents’ death and Adam’s. She, if anyone, deserved to have someone to talk to. That was the least I could give back. The knowledge that Sophie was as much a target on Volpert’s list—whether he was alive or dead—as I was, gave me a stronger sense of union. We were in the same boat, we always had been, she just didn’t know yet how stormy the ocean really was for us.

      “Thanks, Claire,” she said, her voice more stable now. “I love you.”

      “Love you.”

      And she was gone.

      I shoved the phone back in my jeans and rested my head against the fridge for a moment. Sophie would need me more than ever.

      The clicking sound of heels tore me from my thoughts.

      “There you are,” Liz popped her head in the staffroom. She crossed the room briskly and gently turned me aside to reach the coffee machine and brought it to life. There was a short silence between us as the vile brew, which I normally drank for its effect rather than its taste, hissed and steamed into the mug.

      “You okay?” Liz asked, raising the mug cautiously to her lips.

      “Sure.” I nodded. “You?”

      I was referring to the unfinished conversation we’d had and the ominous piece of paper.

      “You mean the note, and me chasing after that girl,” she said with a grin. “You were surprised. Me too.”  She tapped her temple.  “But I’m already working on it.”

      Of course she was. She was brilliant. Her mind was full of incredible amounts of information while my mind was merely going in circles. It made me blunt.

      “So, what does it mean, you need to follow your passion?” I asked.

      Liz shook her head once. “See, I can’t seem to unpack that clue,” she answered. “Ask me anything—honestly, anything—about the history of angels and demons, anything that’s in the books in possession of the Guard, I can tell you. That’s my passion. Nothing else. I am following my passion, but I can’t make any connection to this note.” She exhaled in frustration and grimaced into her mug.

      “This truly is the worst coffee in town.”

      I reached for her mug and took it to the sink. “Maybe you’re drinking too much of this stuff,” I ventured helpfully, as the coffee gurgled down the drain.

      “No such thing as too much coffee, but I can see why you say that,” she answered, unoffended, and seemingly preoccupied.

      I understood her frustration. She had probably been able to rely on her mind all her life, and now that she needed answers the most, this one talent just couldn’t do anything for her.

      She turned and disappeared into the reading room. The afternoon went by very quietly. We had one old lady looking for directions and the soda guy with a delivery for the staff room, but nothing more happened until the very end of my shift. I had just glanced at the clock and started the lock-up process when Liz suddenly appeared. She had her purse and briefcase and seemed in a hurry. “Tell Jaden,” was all she said before she left the library.

      

      Jaden almost ran me over with his car when I walked into the parking lot.

      “Hey!” He had the windows down and called to me over the passenger seat.

      “Hi, Jaden.” I had instinctively frozen on the concrete and was waiting for him to pass. He didn’t.

      “Jump in,” he ordered and stopped the car. His tone made me think something was wrong.

      Slowly, I opened the door and climbed in. “Thanks for picking me up.” I fastened my seatbelt.

      “Sure thing,” Jaden smiled at me, somewhat impatient. “How was your afternoon?”

      We were driving out of the lot and into the evening traffic. Jaden’s expression was tense.

      “Interesting.” I thought of the young, beautiful woman with the note and Sophie’s surprising news.

      Jaden smiled at my attempt to hide my emotional turmoil. The confusion, the worry, the curiosity—I couldn’t hide any of them from him, obviously.

      “Yours?” I asked in an attempt to distract him from reading me.

      He involuntarily grinned.

      “What?” I asked, taken aback by his sudden moodchange.

      “Well,” he flashed me a golden look, “a girl asked me out to a graduation party.” He was finding this incredibly amusing.

      I abstained from commenting until he stared at me with his piercing eyes.

      “You know, I know how you are feeling,” he explained unnecessarily. “You are uncomfortable. Why is that?”

      Of course, he was right. It hadn’t slipped his attention that I was suddenly very uncomfortable, self-conscious.

      “Did you say yes?” I asked, embarrassed to have to ask.

      Jaden smiled. “I turned her down. Why?”

      I looked away from his angelface and observed my fingers as they clutched my bag on my lap.

      “Spit it out, Claire,” he ordered.

      “Well,” it was super-annoying having to ask him, “Greg said, I should bring a date,” I explained, “and since Adam can’t go—”

      “Really?” he interrupted, voice still amused.

      I looked up, scared of rejection.

      “You are serious, aren’t you?” he realized when he looked into my eyes.
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      Did I really have to answer this?  He should know I was serious. He also should know what it meant—nothing.

      “Not a date,” I quickly added.

      Jaden chuckled lightheartedly. “Of course not.”

      “Greg said I’m supposed to bring a date, but who should I bring? I need a reasonable choice, as Adam can’t go for obvious reasons.” I rushed out the words. Even though I didn’t have feelings for Jaden, he was the best choice for a safe evening. He was my friend and my guardian angel. And he wasn’t a stranger to my classmates. It would be easy. Now I was hoping Jaden wouldn’t get the wrong impression.

      He didn’t. He simply continued smiling, the amusement in his features replaced by wisdom. “You’ll be fine without me.”

      Was he actually turning me down, too? I hadn’t expected this.

      “I have other duties. I will be gone right after the graduation ceremony,” he explained, apologetic.

      “What duties?” I wanted to know. He was always so cryptic about where he went and who he was talking to when he was gone.

      “You’ll hear about it soon enough,” was all he said. It was frustrating.

      I folded my arms and looked out the window, suppressing a sigh. When would Jaden start trusting me enough to share? Stubbornly, I decided to not even address what had happened at the library today until we were with the others.

      It was a particularly bright early-summer evening, the bridge showing pure white as we drove over the sunset-orange-and-gold waters of the river. Someone had told me this was the fifth bridge to stand in this spot because the wooden bridges of earlier times washed out regularly in raging spring floods. I thought of how sweet it would be to stand there with Adam, just two ordinary young lovers enjoying a moment of beauty. With a flicker of resentment, I put the thought away. That would never happen. Adam could never be seen again in this town.

      A sigh escaped my mouth, earning me a sympathetic sideways look from Jaden, when we were turning into the driveway to the Gallagers’. We were just in time to help them carry in an assortment of fast food bags and pizza boxes, obviously the solution to dinner tonight.

      The standards of cuisine in their elegant household had fallen dramatically during the butler’s absence. They had sent Geoffrey away on vacation until things could be figured out about Adam. It was just too dangerous for him to know such a secret. But dinner was not on my mind at all.

      I practically skipped past the heavy front door. Nothing mattered but to see Adam again and Jenna smiled gently, understanding my eagerness.

      “He’s waiting for you,” she said.

      I saw Jaden’s handsome features tighten with concern.

      He wasn’t exactly happy with my infatuation for the demon-hybrid Gallager. Since his return from the dead, and his capture by demons, his demon heritage had broken through, and his hunger for souls made him a danger to all, and especially to me. We needed time to understand his new nature and figure out whether he could control his demon-urges enough to live and love safely among us. Jaden supported me in my attempt to be a demon’s girlfriend. Of course, he was hoping the prophecy was true and we could have a happy ending, but as my guardian angel, he had to be practical, too. He was hoping that Adam would continue to be strong and good, able to love—and able to control himself.

      As for me, I couldn’t help it. I hadn’t been through torture, loss, and heartache over Adam, just to give up on him when it gets a little difficult. He was still the same Adam to me, dark or light, safe or dangerous, he was the Adam I loved. I carried part of his soul within me. There was no question how I felt about him. Nothing had changed in my heart, or ever would.

      His craving for souls wasn’t limited to me. But being close to him, without a doubt, made it difficult for him to not be tempted.

      With Jenna’s encouraging smile as my permission, I raced up the stairs.

      “See you for dinner!” I called back and was gone before Jaden could object.

      At the top of the stairs, I stopped and took a deep breath. Adam was in his room. He was alive. It was still like a miracle. My heart automatically picked up pace. Despite the feelings I had for Adam, he was dangerous. I was aware of it. Whenever I was near him, it could be the last time for me. I shivered.

      I slowly walked down the hallway, past Ben’s room. The door was open. I peeked inside as I passed by, and found it empty. With another deep breath and shaky hands, I continued to the most significant door inside the house.

      Before I could even lift my fingers to knock, the door swung open.

      “Come in,” his velvet voice spoke and I followed without a second thought.

      The gorgeous view of the sunlight’s fiery reflections in the Fox River paled in comparison to what I found in the room.

      Adam was sitting, cross-legged, on his bed, black wings spread behind him, flowing from his shoulders like a silken waterfall. A dark miracle framed by crimson light painting the sky in the open window behind him. He had taken off his shirt, leaving his arms and chest exposed to the warm breeze that was steadily coming in. Above his magnificent body, a set of pale-green, glowing eyes met my stare. It was enough to make me forget to breathe at all.

      “Welcome,” he breathed. I couldn’t see his face against the light, but the white of his pearly teeth flashed as he parted his lips and smiled.

      I froze, not daring to walk inside for fear of chasing away a beautiful hallucination by a mere shift of my posture.

      “Breathe, Claire.” His voice was suddenly next to my ear and the bed empty.

      I jumped and stumbled into the room, tripping over the threshold. A pair of steel arms caught me before I could hit the floor and helped me stabilize before  they disappeared from my body. I straightened up and looked around.

      Adam was standing at a safe distance, looking as beautiful as ever.

      “Sorry,” he apologized with a half-smile before I could react, seemingly satisfied with the effect he had on my balance. “How was your day?”

      I tried to remember my day, but my mind was blank for the moment, stunned by this amazing creature.

      “You look shaky,” he chuckled. “Do you want to sit down?”

      “I wonder why that is,” I muttered and carefully walked over to a beige sofa in the corner.

      Adam chuckled again and sat on the bed.

      The distance between us was almost mandatory, as was the open door. I was surprised the others let me be alone in a room with Adam. But then, they were hoping as desperately as I was that he could be trusted. The simple fact that he hadn’t bolted after the incident with Volpert was proof enough for me to believe he was on our side, no hidden agenda.

      Of course, we didn’t have the slightest idea of how a resurrected part-demon with previous angel-heritage functioned, what was going on in his thoughts, and how much control he really had over his instincts. It was learning on the fly. With the knowledge that he did have the need to draw energy from somewhere, it seemed it was all about timing. He wasn’t predictable. Mood swings came with sudden hunger and cravings. And there was nothing we could do about it. So we were sitting half a room apart, staring at each other.

      “You look better,” I said to break the silence when I had eventually restructured my thoughts. The playful mood was unusual. Normally I found him brooding whenever I visited, which I did a lot.

      Adam’s smile stayed in place as he lifted his chin and answered. “I am,” he confirmed, never taking his eyes off of me.

      “Why is that?” I asked, finding myself distracted by the spring-green orbs.

      “Two weeks,” he simply said and looked at me expectantly.

      I couldn’t follow him. “Two weeks?”

      His smile grew wider. “Two weeks since I remembered.” He leaned forward as if he was sitting right in front of me. “Including remembering that I love you.”

      My mouth automatically mirrored his smile.

      He shifted his posture and his smile faded as he saw mine as if it bothered him how easy it was for me to ignore the danger. “Two weeks,” he repeated. “Two weeks I have been fighting my cravings, two weeks I have been watching you all move—little lights wandering in my darkness, and you shining more brightly than any of them.”

      I watched him for a minute as he was brooding over there.

      “Two weeks,” I mused and ignored his dark mood. He was my personal miracle. “I can’t believe it’s already been two weeks.” It still seemed like a dream that he was alive, that he could remember me, and despite all the darkness in him, he still cared for me.

      How I wished I could simply wrap my arms around him. It didn’t have to be more than that—for now. Just to be with him was all I needed. Wasn’t it?

      As my gaze glided over his bare chest, there were other urges announcing their presence. But I couldn’t possibly think in that direction. Not until we were entirely sure Adam was safe.

      “You know, I feel what you feel,” he reminded me of the uncomfortable truth that I was transparent to everyone in this household.

      So fast I couldn’t even see, he got to his feet and took a step toward me.

      I nodded, awkward, and felt heat in my cheeks. He eyed me and took another step.

      Instinctively, I got to my feet, too. His gaze had a hypnotic effect on me. It was even worse than before his transformation. I was complete pudding in his presence.

      Before we could do anything about it, he was right in front of me, within my arms’ reach, and naturally, they took advantage of it, hands diving toward his chest.

      “I missed you.” He tilted his head to the side and with a swift movement, his wings disappeared. “Did you miss me?”

      I’d missed him, too. Every day, all day long. What a question. “A little bit,” I answered, careful not to get too excited about his emotional outburst. But my fingers were already tracing patterns on his shoulders.

      He didn’t seem to mind. On the contrary, it seemed to please him, that my body was flushed with adrenaline and an extraordinarily high energy level.

      With the tiniest effort on his part, he summoned my face to his by simply touching my jaw with his fingertips. I couldn’t resist. Without another thought, I closed my eyes and waited in anticipation. And waited.

      My eyes popped open and Adam was a couple of steps away, eyeing me cautiously.

      “You are dangerous,” he said.

      I didn’t understand. What had I done? Besides the obvious—getting blown away by his gorgeousness.

      “You are just too tempting.” His words sounded like a compliment and an accusation at the same time. “I need to be careful not to get carried away.”

      “Carried away can be good,” I pouted, hands still slightly lifted where they had been resting on his arms a moment ago.

      “Not if my urge to feed off your soul gains the upper hand.” He slowly walked to the other side of the room, pulled a shirt from a drawer, and slipped it over his head. The plain white fabric made a nice contrast with his dark hair.

      “But you have kissed me before,” I argued, “since after you returned, I mean.” Was it really that difficult for him?

      Adam smiled a half-smile and leaned on the windowsill and watched my face fill with a disappointed expression.

      “Sometimes it’s easier for me to focus. But you know, I feel whatever you feel. So when your emotions are spiking, it is equally difficult for me to fight both desires—for you and for the satisfaction of feeding on your energy and soul.” He held my gaze, making clear that he meant what he was saying. “If I give in to one, the other will be quick to follow.”

      Knowing that I was already playing with fire, I walked over to lean beside him. He automatically adjusted his posture and folded his arms across his chest protectively. Or was he trying to keep himself from reaching out toward me? I knew I certainly was—folded arms or not.

      “I promise, I will be good.”

      He half-smiled at my comment, relaxing a little, and looked up from under his black lashes. “It’s wonderful to just spend time with you. Every second is more than I deserve.”

      “That’s not true,” I protested. Why did he keep beating himself up? He hadn’t harmed any of us. He was supportive and patient and doing everything he could to make it possible for us to be together. If anyone didn’t deserve the other, it was me.

      I sighed in frustration. “If only you could go out in public,” I murmured, speaking more to myself.

      “What then?”

      “We could go on an actual date.” The graduation party was still on, and I so much wanted Adam to come with me. Naturally, he couldn’t.

      “You know that’s impossible.” His tone was almost a little harsh, frustration also in his voice. “Even when I was still out there, I never stepped out of the shadows. I couldn’t be seen. Not then and not now.”

      “I know.” Was it even worth telling him about my plans?

      “Spit it out,” he demanded.

      I hesitated for a moment, playing with the seam of my shirt, before I decided I could. “Greg is throwing a graduation party and I am supposed to bring a date.” The last word sounded almost ridiculous. Who would be a real date for me if not Adam? And he was the one impossible choice.

      “Who are you bringing?” His words sounded oddly supportive of the idea. It bothered me.

      “Well, I asked Jaden on the way here,” I admitted, embarrassed, “but he turned me down.” I looked up to measure Adam’s expression, but his face was set. “Of course, that wouldn’t have been a real date,” I added to clarify, “just as friends. And he would have been able to keep an eye on the situation out there.” We both glanced over our shoulders, understanding that I was referring to the unknown degree of danger. We still didn’t know if Volpert was out there, licking his wounds before he would attack.

      “Smart choice.” Adam smiled.

      “Now that he turned me down, I honestly don’t know who else I could ask. I just want my friends to know I am okay. They are still suspicious of my good mood.”

      “Ask Ben,” Adam suggested out of the blue.

      Was he serious? I knew he’d suffered from amnesia, but he must remember that his brother had certain feelings for me. And I wasn’t one-hundred percent cold toward Ben, either. It was a difficult situation.

      “Are you sure?” I tested.

      “Absolutely.” Adam’s smile was almost perfect, the only imperfection being that his eyes weren’t touched by it. “He’s a reasonable choice. He can protect you and teleport you out of there if necessary. And he’s a smart and funny guy. You’ll have an enjoyable evening.”

      He was thinking practical, that wasn’t surprising. But there was more to it. It somehow seemed like he was trying to sell me on the idea of going out with his brother.

      I grmpf-ed audibly. Was he trying yet again to push me away? If so, this hadn’t worked before. The last time we’d been apart—when he so nobly had tried to protect me from the demons by keeping out of my radius and therefore keeping me off their radar—I had ended up in the demons’ torture chamber. I shuddered involuntarily. If that was what he was aiming for, he would put us both in more danger than necessary.

      To be honest, I wasn’t sure what bothered me more: that he was pushing me away, or that he was using my weakness for his brother to do it. Did I really mean so little to him that he would pass me on to Ben?

      He had no right to know what was going on inside my brain. I couldn’t hide my emotions, but my thoughts were safe, at least. Putting on an indifferent face, I stood and nodded lightly.

      “Ben it is,” I chanted, avoiding his gaze as I looked at his angelic face.

      He didn’t look up, instead, his glance was directed to the open door. I knew what it meant. It was our unspoken sign that it was time for me to leave the room.

      Adam hardly ever did. Except, of course, for when he needed to feed. Then he would roam the Gallagers’ back garden. I wasn’t sure how much longer the plant-life there would cover his needs. And would he ever be able to digest normal, human food?

      Knowing that an answer to those questions was unlikely to be forthcoming—and besides that, probably highly unsatisfying—I lifted my hand and waved.

      “See you.” The disappointment was obvious in my voice and Adam reacted without delay.

      He straightened up and faced me. “I love you,” he stated. “Always.”

      “I know.” Did he? Or were they words of a memory he had. Was he capable of the same depth of emotion as before? However deep my own infatuation with him was, could he ever remotely feel similarly, now that he had lost his human side and his angel-part?

      With slow steps, I dragged myself away from him without a backward glance and walked through the still open door.

      

      Ben wasn’t there for dinner. Neither was Adam. He kept to himself in his room.

      “I am sorry, we cannot offer something more sophisticated,” Jenna apologized as she handed me a plate with various slices of pizza.

      Her expression almost made me laugh out loud. “It’s okay, Jenna, honestly. I love pizza.” I pulled the fine china toward me and smelled the melted cheese and cooked tomato, the basil and oregano, and the small pieces of meat and veggies which were decoratively spread on each slice. No one had to apologize for serving me pizza.

      Jaden chuckled next to me. He must be feeling my affection for Italian food.

      “There,” he grinned, “and I thought your ancestry was French, not Italian—” His face went blank from one second to the other. He had just given something away and was seemingly searching for a way to suck the words back into his mouth. There wasn’t.

      “French?” I knew about my grandmother and the foreign historian she had fallen in love with. The one who was supposedly my grandfather. But nobody had ever mentioned French ancestors. I didn’t know about my other grandparents, though.

      Chris’ and Jenna’s heads turned to face Jaden, both sharing the same surprised expression.

      “What do you know, Jaden?” I probed his gaze, trying to pull the truth right from the gold of his irises.

      “You remember how I told you that important people started asking questions about Adam?” he reminded me of our conversation earlier today at school.

      I nodded. How could I forget?

      “Adam?” he spoke just loud enough for me to hear, but Adam popped up in the doorway immediately. “This is something all of you should hear,” he said to the rest of us. “Where is Ben?”

      “Out,” Chris informed us. “He said he would be home later tonight.” He looked at Jenna for a fraction of a second and she nodded at him.

      “We’ll share with him later,” she said, “Please, Adam,” she looked at her stepson, “have a seat.”

      He hesitated for a moment, eyes wandering back and forth between Jenna and Chris’ approving faces and Jaden’s ambivalent eyes, before he finally moved to the table, too fast for my weak, human eyes to realize. Within a fraction of a second, he was sitting across the table from me, right next to his father, his pale-green eyes ambiguous.

      “Thanks for joining us, Adam,” Jaden formally addressed him, face polite but reserved.

      “What’s so important?” Adam looked like he was struggling with the concept of seeing himself as part of our little group. Of course, he was wrong. He had more right than anyone to be here.

      “Jaden was just telling us some people started asking questions,” Chris informed Adam, “but you know that.”

      Adam nodded. Of course he knew. He surely had listened in from upstairs. And he probably already had his own theory about what Jaden had to say.

      “Let’s put it right. They aren’t exactly people,” Jaden corrected himself. “They are something more than that.”

      I was confused. What were they if they weren’t people?

      “They are the law in our angel-world.” As if he had read the question from my mind he continued, but not without raising further questions.

      “I am curious,” Chris asked, “who are those people who make laws for angels?” He looked as puzzled as I felt.

      Jenna nodded. “Why haven’t we ever heard anything about them? I mean, being part-angels ourselves...”

      “I need to correct myself one more time,” Jaden apologized, “they make the law for the world of my kind of angel.”

      With a shudder, I remembered the one time I had asked Jaden about his boss. Michael. The archangel Michael. It still seemed more than surreal to me, that all those biblical creatures should exist.

      “Michael,” I repeated my thought aloud and instantly all four pairs of eyes turned to me. Actually three pairs. Adam had been staring at me the whole time without a blink.

      “I can see you remember,” Jaden complimented my comment.

      That would be something hard to forget. Your worldview is rarely turned upside down, and when it does happen, it is bound to leave an impression.

      “Yes.”

      “He’s one of them,” he looked at each of us while he spoke, making sure we were paying proper attention, his gaze finally staying on Adam’s face. “The group is called the Council of Elders.” His voice was heavy with meaning, as if he had just explained everything. However, instead of recognition and understanding, he found questions and concern.

      “I have heard of Michael, but I have never heard of this Council,” Jenna confirmed what I had been guessing by their expressions.

      “I am not surprised,” Jaden almost smiled as he explained, “Everybody knows Michael—the biblical stories, the paintings, the statues. It would be hard to not have heard about him.” His hands were tracing invisible art in front of his face, making him look like a tour guide who was explaining the history of a city to a group of tourists. “The Elders, however, are not even known in myths or fairy tales.” His face became cryptic. “There are four of them. You may have even heard their names before. Besides Michael, who you all know, there are Azrael, Jophiel, and Ameretat. The four of them make the Council of Elders. And they make our laws.”

      I noticed Chris and Jenna share one of their looks that made it obvious they could do more than read each others’ feelings. They knew each other on a level that they could guess what the other was thinking and probably land a ninety-eight percent share of right answers.

      Biting back a pang of envy, I glanced at Adam, wondering if we would ever get there. Maybe if he would stop beating himself up for his distinct source of nourishment, we could actually have a shot.

      He stared back at me with his brilliant immortal face, and I instantly shrank back into reality. Even if he did accept himself as he was and we tried, we probably wouldn’t have more than a couple of years before...

      “Why are they interested in Adam?” Chris tore me from my thoughts as he asked the question we all should be asking.

      There was a moment of expectant silence before Jaden opened his mouth to speak. “As I said, the Council of Elders makes our laws. They make sure our world stays undetected by the human realm. Their laws are absolute and their ultimate goal is to protect humanity.”

      He looked around, making sure the importance of the Council had sunk in. If they made the laws, they were the ones to decide what would happen with Jaden if he failed to protect me. After all his attempts to keep me safe, all the times he had saved my life, my guardian angel had bargained his right to return home—heaven, the light, whatever one wanted to call it—in order to be allowed to stay at my side. He hadn’t done it for me, but for my grandmother, Agnes, who he had been unhappily in love with. He had broken the rules twice—shown himself to my gran, and also to me—and with my choice of boyfriend, his job had now become almost impossible.

      “They also are in possession of all prophecies ever made. All, except for one, which until recently has slipped their attention.”

      Jenna and Chris exchanged another of those looks which made it clear they didn’t need to use words to communicate.

      “They have been following the recent developments through my telling, and they  are especially interested in the manifestation of the myth of the Contextus Daemonicus,” he explained. “They hardly believed when I brought them the news of both the prophecy and the reborn hybrid. They see the situation as critical. If one from our side can be easily turned, by killing the angel-part, and who knows how many angel-demon hybrids there are, our species might be in danger.” He gave Adam a serious look. “Sorry to say it this way, but, everything depends on how you turn out. You are the first of your kind that we know of. And your kind will be measured by your actions.”

      Adam’s horrified expression let me guess what must be going on behind those pale-green eyes. He already was putting himself under so much pressure, denying himself his primal desire to feed on souls and people’s life-energy. Knowing that he was under observation by a group of strangers who had once been on his side and who were now watching his every step, must feel like being abandoned by a family.

      “You’ll do just fine, son,” Chris intervened before any of us could react to Jaden’s description of what was going on.

      “We believe in you,” Jenna added. “You have been doing so well.”

      I watched Adam over a set of pizza-loaded dishes. He didn’t look like he believed he was worthy of Chris and Jenna’s words of support. But he was. So much more than he gave himself credit for.

      For a moment, I pondered everything I knew about Adam’s situation. His mother died giving birth to him. Nobody, not even Chris, ever knew she had demonic heritage. When I catalyzed Adam’s angel-gene several months ago—it felt like a different life now—he had marked me. Part of his soul had been transferred into me and part of my soul had wandered to melt into his. Our love for each other was something that had come additionally to the pure angelic connection. Contextus Angelicus, Liz had called it once. It was the one bond that made angels vulnerable to demonic forces. Demons hunted angels’ marks and used them to enslave angels. When one of the pair died, the other suffered forever. They were tied together. The same way Adam and I had been.

      Our connection had changed when he had died with the loss of his human and angel self and had returned as his demon self. Our connection was still there. Just different. I felt him in a way I hadn’t before.

      Liz had explained about the myth of the Contextus Daemonicus, and Adam and I were living proof it existed.

      He was a demon now. His primary food source was souls, life-energy, and he was a danger to all of us. His ability to compensate with plant energy didn’t diminish the risk we were taking. But he had abandoned his demon family. That ought to count for something. Still, we didn’t know the outcome of the experiment. Especially not of our relationship. Either he would stand strong against temptation, or he would fall into the darkness. We all were walking a thin line between black and white—a gray zone which would lead us all to salvation if our faith was justified, and to damnation if we had misplaced our trust and he was a ticking time-bomb.

      As I was thinking about it in detail, things suddenly clicked into place. There were really only two reasons the Council of Elders would show interest in Adam: either they were worried the prophecy wasn’t true, and he would turn evil eventually and they had been overlooking the coming to life of a myth, or they were taking into consideration that the prophecy actually was true, which would mean they were losing control of their network of prophets. Either way, it would cause problems.

      “What if I can’t abstain?” Adam asked Jaden. His voice was quiet and a layer of sadness was muting the usual velvet tone.

      “You will,” I blurted out before he could doubt himself and shook my head at the thought. It was not an option in my world. Adam was good. He wasn’t going to hurt us. There was no reason for any Council to fear him, no matter how high up in the angelic hierarchies they were.

      I stared at Jaden, waiting for him to second me. “Let’s hope we never need to find out.” His face was serious as he gazed at the pizza in front of him.

      That moment I knew, Adam wasn’t the only person in the room doubting he could be strong enough. Jaden was, too.
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      After a long evening, Jaden walked me up the stairs to the guest room. My head spun from the multitude of worries we all shared.

      Everyone had been surprised by my news from the library, guessing who the pretty young woman might be. And the riddle for Liz, If you want to find me, you need to follow your passion, made them wonder if Liz might be hiding something from us. I was probably the only one who still trusted Liz completely, even if she hadn’t shared all the details about the trail she was following. She had been helping us so much by sharing the Guard’s knowledge and wisdom, and she had told us about the prophecy, and therefore helped not only us but also the Council of Elders.

      The plan was to keep the close collaboration with Liz running. It was always better to have information from different sources to consolidate and create a more complete picture of a situation. Liz, her access to the Guard’s knowledge, but also her search for the source of the prophecy, was all one piece of the puzzle. Each of us had a part to play and something to contribute. It became clearer with every day, that none of us would be able to solve the mystery alone.

      It would be hard for Jenna and Chris to tell Ben about what he’d missed here tonight. I wondered how he would feel about the interference of angelic nobility.

      The Council of Elders seemed to be as high an entity in the angelic realm as anyone could be. I wondered if there was anyone above them who could reverse the decision to bar Jaden from his rightful place in heaven.

      “Jaden,” I grabbed his arm and he stopped on the threshold. “The Council... are they the ones who are denying you to return home?”

      He looked at me with somber eyes—still more beautiful in their golden sadness than any human eyes could be. “They are.”

      “What can we do?”

      He chuckled darkly. “If you never die, they’ll have to reverse their decision someday.” It was all he was going to say about it, that was clear.

      He led me into the room, but unlike other times, he stopped in the doorway and lifted a hand to wave. “Good night, Claire,” he said and his golden eyes glowed at me, “sleep well tonight.”

      Without another word, and before I could wish him a good night, too, he disappeared and I found a closed door where he had stood a second ago.

      The moment Jaden left, I dropped everything and headed straight for the shower. What a day. The hot water helped me ignore all thoughts for a couple of minutes but it wasn’t too long before the images came buzzing back into my mind, and when I stepped out from under the flood of heat, my brain went back to its senseless circling.

      Knowing that nothing would stop my thoughts, I decided to go straight to bed and laid there, hair wet, limbs restless. So many things had happened within such a short period of time. Sophie’s break-up was just one of them. How I’d wished her and Ian had made it this time. Ian was such a kind guy. Almost like the brother I’d never had. I thought back to the first time they’d been an item. He was smart, funny, considerably good-looking—nothing compared to the breathtaking Gallager brothers, of course, but for a human, not bad.

      I pictured Adam and Ben for a moment, focusing on how similar, yet different, they were. One mysterious and dark, the other glistening light, both with the same glow in their eyes, the same strength. They had been surviving despite the target they had on their backs. They never once questioned if it was worth risking their own lives to save mine. They were brave and beautiful.

      I couldn’t help but wonder how Sophie would cope if she knew the truth. If she had any idea how much danger she put Ian in just by being with him, she might find their decision to break up was actually a healthy choice. I shuddered and prayed we would find a solution and she would never need to learn about that.

      Despite the family-drama, there was something else pushing its way back into my mind. Something I had been successfully blocking out of my thoughts, paying full attention to Sophie and her situation, and Liz’ frustration, and Jaden’s news, but it was slipping back to the front, claiming my full attention now. Could I, with a clean conscience, take Adam’s suggestion and ask Ben to accompany me to Greg’s party? Would he even consider coming? Would he misunderstand my invitation as something more than it meant? How would Adam feel if I actually followed through and did ask Ben? Would he forgive me? Even if it was his idea, he must be aware of the tension between his half-brother and me. So why would he push me to ask him? Unless—and this thought hurt more than the worry of Ben’s rejection—Adam wanted to get rid of me.

      With a deep breath, I rolled to the side and pulled the pillow down so I was holding one end between my arms. How I wished I could be at the other end of the hall. Adam’s door was so close, and I couldn’t go there and be with him. He didn’t want it. Didn’t he remember how badly it had ended for both of us when he had tried to stay away from me before? Was he trying to do it again?

      With a wave of disgust, I remembered how whiny I had been back then. Less than a year had passed since the time Adam had tried to stay out of my life. To me, it felt like far more than that. I wasn’t the same lost little girl anymore. I had gone through too much pain and worry. I had become a fighter without even realizing it, but it was suddenly obvious to me now. I was strong enough to let Adam choose his path and if that meant he wanted to be distant, I would let him be distant.

      So, have it your way, Adam. I would ask Ben, and whatever answer he would give, I would accept, and Adam would have to live with the consequences.

      Having made up my mind, sleep came easily and enveloped me until the early morning.

      

      “Good morning,” Adam’s velvet voice greeted me as I walked down the stairs fully dressed and ready to head to school.

      He looked absolutely stunning as he stood at the bottom of the stairs, looking up and studying my movements as I slowly ambled toward him.

      “Hi.” I stopped right in front of him and reached out my arms to hug him, but before they even touched his body, he had vanished and reappeared a couple of feet away.

      It stung for a moment that he had avoided my touch yet again and a flame of anger flared—for a second or two, and then remorse set in when his gaze met mine. He was obviously struggling with his hunger.

      “I am sorry.” His voice was almost inaudible. “I was just on my way out. I’ll be better after breakfast.” He forced a smile as he spoke the last word.

      “No, I am sorry.” I leaned against the smooth handrail and watched him disappear.

      Couldn’t he see that I didn’t care that he was what he was? He didn’t have to hide. It didn’t matter to me that he was dangerous because I knew he was good.

      After a minute or two of staring blankly at the spot where Adam had stood, a voice claimed my attention.

      “Good morning, beautiful.” Ben had snuck up on me from behind and startled me with his hand on my shoulder.

      “Ben,” I swooshed around and almost fell into him.

      He caught me and stabilized me with both his arms and I came to a halt with my eyes on his chest. The pattern of his lavender shirt held only a minor part of my interest and I had a hard time looking away.

      Why was it that whenever Ben was in the room, I was utterly confused? It was like a part of me had a life of its own. My mind and heart both knew I loved Adam, but with Ben right there in front of me, I felt a wave of affection that was definitely not platonic. I shook my head at myself.

      Ben coughed and let go of my arms and agilely jumped around me.

      “Heading out?” he asked casually, apparently having decided to ignore my mute outburst of emotion, even though it must have hit him full force.

      “Umm—yes.” I struggled to focus. Jaden would be there any minute to pick me up.

      Slowly, I made my way to the door and let myself out. Before I could close it behind me, Ben’s voice startled me once more.

      “See you later,” he said from right behind me and slipped out after me.

      “See you,” I murmured and watched him jog across the gravel to his car.

      When I turned my head back, Jaden’s gray car was approaching up the drive. I walked toward him in slow steps, just to have something to do.

      The early morning sun and the trees threw long shadows across the lawn beside the path. It was a majestic estate with a beautiful park surrounding the enormous house in the center.

      I only wished I could come here as a true visitor one day again, the way I had before the supernatural had started to interfere with my love life. Right now it felt more like I was in a witness protection program. And we didn’t even know if Volpert had survived the attack.

      “Hi, Jaden,” I greeted him gloomily as he stopped right in front of me.

      “Hop in,” he waved and opened the door for me. “Ready for the day?”

      As I climbed in, Ben’s car rolled past us and he winked at me with a bright smile. I swallowed and closed the door.

      “Trouble in paradise?” Jaden commented on my emotional turmoil.

      Was I really going to talk about this with Jaden?

      “Spit it out,” he commanded lightly, “you look like you are about to tear yourself apart if you don’t talk about it.”

      Apparently, I was. “You know that by not being available the day of graduation, you are putting me in a difficult position.”

      Jaden turned the car around and steered us off the Gallagers’ land. “Adam wants me to ask Ben to the party.”

      “That’s actually a great idea,” Jaden reacted like the responsible guardian angel he was, but he didn’t immediately pick up on why I was so reluctant to fill him in. “Ben’s the best choice. He is stronger than any of the other Gallagers—besides Adam, who for the obvious reasons is not an option.”

      I didn’t comment on it. Instead, I watched the morning-sun-illuminated landscape rush past us.

      “What’s wrong?” Jaden finally asked after giving me enough time to speak.

      “I think there is more to it.”

      “What do you mean?” he eyed me for a brief second, his face a little confused.

      “I think Adam wants me to go with Ben, not just because he is the next best in line after you, who can protect me out there.”

      “Something else?” Did he really need to ask? Surely, by now, the mixture of excitement, guilt, worry, and pain had to be tangibly thick in the car.

      “Somehow I feel like Adam wants me to have an alternative.” I let him squeeze it out of me. “You know, a better choice—safer.”

      I didn’t know how to better explain it without stating the painful truth. Adam wanted me to fall in love with his brother, so I would stay away from him willingly. At least this was what it seemed like.

      Jaden’s face changed from confused to understanding. “You know he has a point.” He didn’t spare my feelings. “Ben isn’t dangerous to you the way Adam is.”

      It didn’t slip my attention that his statement was implying that Ben was dangerous in a different way. “Not the way Adam is—?” Now that the topic was already on the table he might as well spit it out.

      We were turning into the parking lot when he explained his view on the younger Gallager brother. “Ben is in love with you. And I can see how you feel a certain attraction toward him. It has been obvious for a while.”

      Of course it had. Ben had kissed me. I had opened up to him when I had thought Adam was dead. There was bound to be a residue of those times I had been pushing myself to try. And the tiny part of my heart that was his, for so many reasons—one of them being that he had thrown himself in front of me and taken a blow that to me would without a doubt have been deadly—was yearning to go back to a less complicated time.

      “I’m going to ask him,” I let Jaden know I had already decided. “The danger Ben represents is definitely preferable to the danger we all would be in if the demons came after me at the party.”

      Jaden simply nodded as he parked the car, then got out and put on his high school student face, one that wasn’t full of the wisdom of a thousand years.

      The school day wasn’t even worth mentioning. All of us were just living through those last hours until the day of graduation—some of us in anticipation, some of us dreading what life would hold for us afterward.

      Greg and Amber were chatting about the party almost every second of the breaks and most of lunch. Lydia glanced over several times as we were sitting together, eating, as if to question if they knew any other topic than that party. Jaden was quiet today. Despite his perfectly attentive expression and the polite nods when Amber and Greg were stating their regret that he couldn’t be there, it was obvious to me that his thoughts were miles away. Eons.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked when we were finally alone, walking into the parking lot after a speedy day.

      “I am mentally preparing to step in front of the Council.” The second people were out of sight, the depth in his golden eyes reappeared, and a mild frown built on his forehead.

      “Are you going there now?”

      “Yes.”

      I wondered how one traveled to meet the Council of Elders. Were they here, somewhere on earth? But the concern in his voice taught me better than to ask for such details. There was one other thing I needed to ask, anyway, and it was probably going to cause more distress.

      “Will they have news about Volpert and his clan?” I kept my eyes down, not wanting to have to read the answer from his face.

      “Potentially.”

      His short reply made it clear he wasn’t going to talk about it right now. And then I saw Ben standing next to Jaden’s car. He was wearing a smile that warmed my heart and instantaneously washed away the worry about what Jaden might find out this afternoon.

      “Over here!” Ben gestured me toward him and pointed at his own car right behind him.

      “Good luck,” I whispered at Jaden before I headed to my guardian angel for the afternoon.

      “Thanks.” Jaden jumped into the gray vehicle and sped away, expression unchanged.

      “Hi!” I waved at Ben and felt better within seconds. The worry had disappeared with Jaden’s departure.

      “Jump in,” Ben pulled me into a quick hug—which sent a tingle down my shoulders—and opened the door for me.

      I was about to climb into the car but suddenly found myself unable to face him alone in such a small space, when I thought about that question I still needed to ask.

      “Do you have any plans for today?” I said and turned to Ben, realizing I myself didn’t have anywhere to be, no homework or school assignments. I was free for now.

      Ben shrugged a no, clearing the way for my devious plan.

      “I have an idea. Can we walk over to Noel’s instead? I’ve got a craving for that awesome hot chocolate.” I wondered just how much I was fooling him with the chocolate part, but I needed some kind of excuse. Walking would buy me the time it would take to build up the courage to ask him out, and not out, at the same time.

      With a half-smile but  abstaining from asking any questions, Ben closed the car door and made a show of clicking his key remote. Then he just stood there, head cocked slightly, a man ready to be shown the way to his next destination.

      We threaded our way through the cheerful disorganization of a school parking lot at dismissal and began to walk. We weren’t the only citizens of Aurora who found the warmth and sunshine an incentive to wander downtown.

      It was a day to enjoy.  At the cafe, the riverside patio tables were full. Noel had put up the striped awnings and filled the planters with geraniums in bright shades of reds and pinks. With some tweaks to the clothing styles, it could have been an Impressionist painting. We went inside the cool darkness to find a table and I sat down to wrestle with my twin issues of fear of rejection and strange attraction to Adam’s little brother. I couldn’t really explain where it came from, but the longer I spent time with him, the more it felt like it was enveloping me from the outside.

      “Thanks again,” I began, floundering my way toward the conversation I wanted to have. “For coming to get me, I mean.”

      Ben’s gaze was intense and confident. He seemed to peer right through my skull with those steel-blue eyes. “No problem, Claire,” he said, leaning back in his chair and resting a hand on the table.  “You know that I will be there for you whenever you need me.”  His sudden smile was like sunshine. “And, hey, Jaden’s apparently out of town, so here I am.”

      “What can I get you, dears?” I jumped in my chair as Noel appeared seemingly out of thin air to take our orders. Ben chuckled and looked up at him.

      “There is really only one thing to drink here, isn’t there?” He was referring to my obsession with Noel’s hot chocolate.

      “The usual, Claire?” Noel looked at me rather than at Ben.

      I nodded in surprise.

      “Make it two,” Ben threw in and we both watched Noel withdraw toward the counter where he pulled out two giant mugs in flashy colors.

      “You do come here often, don’t you?” Ben commented less surprised than I felt.

      “Not that often.” Noel had never addressed me by my name, let alone assumed I had a usual. “To be honest, I wonder what he will serve us.”

      “How does he know your name?”

      That was a good question, and I couldn’t come up with a good answer for it. “He must have picked it up when I was here the past couple of times.”

      Ben smiled briefly and leaned back.

      Another thought popped into my head: if he had picked up my name, what else had he overheard? I had been here with Adam, and with Lucas Baker—God bless him—before his death. The conversations we’d had, had all been of a sensitive nature.

      Maybe coming here with Ben hadn’t been as good an idea as it had seemed a minute ago.

      “So, graduation,” Ben started, “next week.”

      Grateful that he wasn’t dwelling on Noel’s sudden familiarity, I dived into the offered topic. “Yes. I can’t believe it’s finally happening.”

      “Nervous?”  He was sitting back in the large armchair, and his eyes and hair made a nice contrast with the red velvet behind his head.

      “Not remotely as nervous as I am about what is supposed to happen afterward.” I grimaced at myself for carrying my heart on my sleeve. Wasn’t it bad enough that I couldn’t hide any emotion from this boy?

      “And what exactly is that?”

      Okay, I had to ask him. Now or never. Adam wanted it that way, so there was no reason for me to feel bad about asking Ben. Just for the way it made me feel. A butterfly or two stirred in my stomach as Ben met my gaze.

      “Two hot chocolates,” Noel caught me off guard again.

      “Thanks.” I almost knocked the cup from his hand as I reached out to make space on the tiny table.

      Ben’s chuckle was a little louder this time. He seemed fairly amused by how much I was struggling. Whether he suspected why I was fighting so hard to keep focus, I didn’t know.

      I picked up my mug and held it between my hands as if I was cold, despite the warm weather, and waited until Noel had disappeared. Only then I felt ready to take another run on my mission.

      “You were saying,” Ben grinned at me over his hot chocolate.

      Alright then. “The night of the graduation, a friend of mine is throwing a party,” I rushed out the words, baffled by why it was so hard to do this. I was just asking him as a friend, “and I was wondering if you wanted to come.”

      He didn’t move or speak for a minute and my head almost exploded with reasons why I shouldn’t have said anything at all.

      Then finally, “A date?”

      This was what I had feared. “No,” I shook my head, “not exactly.”

      Ben’s eyebrows rose with a questioning look.

      “Adam suggested it.”

      As I said the words, Ben’s eyebrows moved up in surprise even further. “He did what?”

      “You know how Adam can’t really leave the house or be seen in public, so I asked Jaden. But as Jaden won’t be available that evening, Adam suggested to ask you.” I was hoping that my explanation made sense to him. “You are the only one I can think of who I could actually trust to be strong enough in case anything happens.”

      He gave me a bewildered look. “What do you mean, anything happens?”

      I leaned over the table and he mirrored my movement until he was just an arm-length away.

      We were sitting, studying each other’s face, both not entirely comfortable with the tension that hung heavily in the air, but something more was becoming apparent in Ben’s handsome features, that reminded me of disappointment.

      “I can see this is not really what you want,” he said after a long moment, his tone hurt.

      “I am sorry, Ben,” I apologized, “I really am. I just can’t see what other options I have. I surely can’t go alone—Jaden will never allow it and surely Chris, Jenna, and Adam won’t either.” I didn’t mention that besides the safety issue, it was actually my friends who were pushing me to bring someone.

      “So I am your fallback?” He hadn’t moved and I could watch his liquid steel irises turn into solid gray disks as he was analyzing my choice of escort.

      Guiltily, I shook my head at him, knowing it would be better for both of us if he was right. But there was more to it than just my safety. “Of course not. You know how much you mean to me.”

      “Really? How much exactly?” His steel-blue gaze pierced my eyes.

      Ouch. I didn’t have an answer to that. Ashamed, I focused on the cup in front of me. The milk-foam was painting patterns as it swirled on the steaming chocolate.

      To be honest, going to that party with him would feel more like a date than it should, and I could never admit that to anyone. However much my emotions were stirring in Ben’s presence, he could never be for me what Adam was. I had said it once and it was still true.

      Ben’s look lingered on me for another moment before he sipped from his own mug, hiding his face behind the thick, orange china until all I could see were his eyes. He seemed to be struggling with whether he should be upset or grab this one-time opportunity.

      I watched him, shame creeping up as I felt a mild anxiety his pride would push him to deny me.

      When he set down his chocolate, the fight was over, and what was left on his face was a calm expression.

      “I am sorry, Ben,” I repeated, less heated this time.

      He played with the steaming orange mug while he scrutinized my face.  “Don’t be.”

      My brief moment of relief was followed by a minute or two of silence, while I waited for more to come, but he didn’t say anything else. The first minute was expectant patience, the second was apprehension that he might say no, which both naturally he could feel. I needed to get my emotions under control or I would someday explode from embarrassment. And then, of course, the fear he wouldn’t forgive me for the reasons I asked him.

      As my emotional turmoil expanded over time, Ben’s hands became less fidgety on the mug and his face switched from calm to concern and then to confusion.

      “I wish I knew what you are thinking,” he said, letting go of the mug completely in order to fold his hands under his chin, and leaned closer.

      “It’s incredibly frustrating to perceive all those sequences of emotions you are going through and not be able to put a tag on where they are coming from.”

      I laughed without humor. “I wish I knew where they all are coming from.” It was true. Sometimes the sheer amount of feelings seemed to be more than the usual load I had to carry.

      “Will you tell me?” he asked. A brief glow flashed in his eyes and was gone before I could worry anyone would notice. Anyone being Noel, the only other person in the coffee shop by now.

      “If you promise not to judge,” I gave him a condition. He nodded solemnly.

      “Right now I am worried you might not forgive me.” I watched his face for any sign my fear was justified. I couldn’t afford for Ben to push me away, too.

      Ben laughed at me and ran his hand through his hair in what seemed like a mixture of amusement and self-consciousness.

      “You think this is funny?” Did I need to regret that I was being honest with Ben? I thought despite all the awkwardness, difficulty, and strange affection, we were past the place where we had to hide things from each other.

      “No, not really.” Ben’s face was suddenly dead-serious. “But if you think that is a reason to not forgive you, you don’t know me at all.”

      He had taken me by surprise. I was aware that I didn’t know him too well. Just what he had shared with me. And the obvious, that he was a handsome—that was an understatement—young man, who I wasn’t worthy of because my heart belonged to someone else. As I was already thinking about it, did I even know what he was doing every day when he left the house? He drew like a young god and he was dexterous and smart. But what did he actually do? For sure he didn’t go to high school anymore. He was nineteen.

      “Actually, you are right. Tell me something about you. For example, where were you headed this morning?” I blurted out. We looked at each other, both taken aback by the direction the conversation had suddenly taken.

      Ben blinked several times and then, as if he had decided he liked what was going on, he leaned back into the red velvet and grinned. “That’s an easy one.” His face was delighted. “I went to my art class.”

      Art class. Hmmm. “So you don’t just draw my face when it pleases you,” I reminded him of that awkward night he had shown me his room and a flood of drawings of my face, “you actually study art?”

      “I do.” His brief answer was accompanied by a smirk of victory.

      “When will you be graduating from college?” I wondered if it really mattered how long it would take him to finish his studies. He had all the time in the world. Unlike me. I had to think about college or a job. Sophie and I weren’t loaded and we had limited time to figure things out.

      “If everything goes according to plan, I’ll be graduating next year.”

      “Wow!” He would be done and gone before I would even get really started. “And after college?”

      He looked out of the window, acting like he hadn’t heard my question. I followed the direction of his gaze. There was a young couple sitting down at one of the tables outside the window. The boy was leading the girl to her chair, his hand securely around hers, and didn’t let go when he sat down next to her. She smiled like she was having the time of her life with him and he looked utterly befuddled. Ben’s expression was longing.

      “Ben?”

      “I’m sorry, I was distracted,” he apologized and gave me his full attention again. “You were saying?”

      “What are your plans after college?” I repeated, finding myself with the same longing I had found on Ben’s face. It looked so easy and natural the way they were together. Why couldn’t my love-life look like that? But my Gran had always said, never judge by what is apparent to the eyes, you never know what things look like on the inside. Who knew what burdens those young love-birds were carrying.

      “I want to find ways to use art to help people. Maybe take a major in psychology, become a therapist. You know, my talents would help a lot if I go in that direction.” He was referring to his angelic ability to read emotions.

      “So, art. And helping people figure out their lives as a therapist.” Wonderful. “What else drives you in life?” Given that he was immortal, that was a truly interesting question.

      His smile widened. “You know that,” he said in a voice like he was reminding me he had already shared that secret. Was he referring to his feelings for me?

      “I am not sure I know what you mean,” I countered, hoping I was wrong.

      He leaned forward, his steel-blue eyes boring into mine. “Yes, you do.”

      “Okay,” I said automatically, hypnotized by the tender look.

      “My family.”

      There was an unexpected sting of disappointment nudging me from inside.

      “And, naturally, everything that is dear to my family. Including you.”

      The pain disappeared and my heart did a teeny-tiny leap that I thought it wasn’t supposed to make. Why was I so affected by him? It wasn’t right.

      He fashioned a gracious expression. “That’s why I have decided I’ll go to that party with you.”

      “Even if it’s not a date?” I asked cautiously, making sure he knew exactly what he was getting himself into.

      His lips pulled into a delighted smile. “Even then.”
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      Just a couple more minutes. I whirled through the house, making sure everything was in place and checked the fridge between five and seven times, to see the chicken hadn’t magically disappeared. I would put it in the microwave the moment Sophie stepped into the house, so she would have a nice dinner ready. Two cups were sitting on the counter next to a selection of juices—I wasn’t sure what she would be in the mood for, so I had bought a variety, just to make sure she would find something she liked. People could be strange when they were going through breakups. God knows I had been when Adam had sent me away.

      It was only three days until graduation, and Sophie was finally returning from her internship in Indianapolis. Her breakup with Ian was still fresh. I vividly remembered the first time they had broken up. She had cheated on him and he was gone so fast that she didn’t even have the opportunity to say she was sorry. And she had been. She had told me for days and days. But that had been a different time. Everything had changed since then. She had become more responsible, she had been taking care of me, and she had grown up.

      This time the breakup’ was a mutual agreement. Ian’s plans to start a family hadn’t matched with Sophie’s idea of her immediate future. It was a mature decision, setting free both parties in order to give them the best chances to find someone truly likeminded and be happy.

      When I rushed through the living room, I grabbed the last two photographs of Sophie and Ian together and stored them in a drawer. I was pretty satisfied with my work. I was prepared for everything. Boxes of tissues were sitting next to a bowl of chips, multiple bars of chocolate, chick-flick DVDs, a CD with her favorite songs from her years in high school, and a cuddly blanket.

      Jenna had helped me put things together and gone to the store with me—everyone was still freaking out about me going anywhere on my own. She herself had seen too many relationships fall apart in her unnaturally long life, and with her angelic empathy, she was the perfect sparring partner to prep me for welcoming my sister back home.

      Right now I was alone. It was rare that none of the Gallagers were present or Jaden was hovering around. Besides preparing for Sophie’s return, it gave me some space to think, and I needed that.

      My situation with Adam hadn’t gotten any better. He cheered when I had told him Ben would take me to Greg’s party. In my mind, I was back in his room, running over the conversation once more.

      “He’s better at parties than me,” Adam had said. Whatever he had meant with that.

      “I could cancel and stay with you.” I had offered. It had been difficult to suggest something like that and I had been shocked when Adam had forgotten his self-inflicted safety radius and picked up on my mood. He had teleported to my side and run his fingertips across my cheek and across my mouth. It had made my head spin. I remembered how I had almost forgotten to breathe.

      “If only you could, my love,” he had said and brushed his lips against my hair. I had wanted to fall into his arms and forget what he was and why it was safer to keep a distance, and my body had urged me to shut off my head. If only I had listened.

      The tiny moment of hesitation had been enough to get Adam back to his senses and he had left me standing in his room and disappeared.

      It was just so frustrating. He kept going from calling me his love to practically pushing me into his brother’s arms. Something wasn’t right about the picture, and I was beginning to get impatient. And yet, whenever I was with him, I remembered why it was impossible to be upset with him.

      He was struggling to keep us all alive. It wasn’t the selfish distancing that I had observed in other relationships, it was a sincere attempt to set me free, and in each of his words, and each of his gestures, harsh and deliberate as they may seem, it was clear how much he suffered by trying. It was just another paradox that in his coldness he was showing warmth more than in anything else.

      Glad to be alone in the house, I sat down at the bottom of the stairs. Jenna was out there somewhere with Chris, within reach if I needed anything. It wasn’t only just I who needed protection, the moment Sophie was back, we would represent a double target for Volpert’s clan. Getting rid of both of us at once was probably a very attractive thought to any of the demons. Suddenly, I felt like I might be needing that chocolate more that Sophie would.

      “Hi, little sister,” Sophie called from the front door.

      I jumped to my feet and rushed to help her with her luggage.

      “Hi!” I pulled her into a hug, after quickly assessing her facial expression. She looked considerably relaxed. “How was the journey?”

      “Good.” She dropped her bag and walked past me to take off her shoes.

      I took her suitcase and pushed it in through the door and then quickly rushed to the kitchen to heat up the chicken.

      “Smells wonderful,” Sophie commented as she walked in.

      “Coffee? Tea? Juice?” I glanced at the counter, ready to grab what she would ask for.

      “Orange juice.” She sat down and watched me fill a cup for her and place it in front of her on the table. “Thanks.”

      “I made dinner,” I informed her over my shoulder while I pulled her plate out of the microwave. “You are hungry, right?”

      Last time she and Ian had broken up she hadn’t eaten proper food for days, which was funny considering that later she had judged me for not eating after our parents’ death.

      “I am,” she said with a smile just as I was putting her plate in front of her.

      My plate was still heating up and it gave me time to examine Sophie’s emotional state. She looked fine, given the fact that she had just traveled for hours and had been coping with the separation from Ian all by herself. Of course, she’d made friends at the hospital, but no one close enough to spread her entire life in front of them. I was certain deep down she was grieving. It was only a matter of time before that smile would be gone. Ring. My food was ready.

      “How are you?” she wanted to know.

      I sat down with my portion of chicken and spiked a piece with my fork. Of all the things, that was the one question that was hard for me to answer. I was worried about her, beating myself up about the Gallager brothers, anxious for graduation to be over, and worried when the demon’s next move would happen. “Fine.”

      “Nervous yet?” she was obviously referring to graduation.

      Why was everyone asking if I was nervous? Did I miss anything? Yes, it was a milestone in my life, but not even remotely the most important one at the moment. My life’s timeline was segmented into three parts: the time before Adam, the time before Adam’s death, and the time since Adam had reappeared. My milestones were the day he’d spread his wings after his resurrection, the day he had regained his memory, and the day the angels had stricken down Volpert.

      “Not so much,” I answered truthfully. “I am glad you’ll be there with me.”

      “Me, too.” Sophie grinned. “It’s your turn to look like a pale frog in a plastic gown.” She was referring to her own graduation. The picture of chalk-white Sophie in ugly green-and-yellow graduation robes was decorating our living room shelf. We both laughed at the memory of her graduation.

      “Red and blue is better than that green-yellow bag you had to wear,” I reminded her, still grinning.

      Her mood was almost too light.

      “Anyway, how are you?” I steered the conversation toward her.

      She sighed and set down her cup after sipping on the orange juice. “Actually,” she looked surprised, “I am alright.”

      Alright was good. It was not perfect but indicated acknowledgment that something had happened.

      “Have you heard from him?” I asked cautiously. A mutually agreed breakup was something completely different to the one-sided exits people took from relationships. I wondered if it was possible to stay friends the way people always suggested.

      “Not much.” She finished the last piece of chicken and put her plate in the sink. “He texted once or twice, that he’s fine, that he misses me, that he understands why I want to focus on my career at the moment.” Her eyes were a little distant while she spoke, as if she was back in the moment she’d gotten the messages. There was melancholy in her voice.

      “You love him,” I stated. It was obvious she did.

      She nodded and led the way to the living room. I followed closely, leaving half of my dinner on the table, anxious to be there for her when the break down came.

      “Wow! You really thought of everything!” She took a DVD from the living room table and sat on the couch, grabbing a chocolate bar. I smiled to myself.

      “We need to watch this,” she held the cover up for me to see and I smiled. Ten things I hate about you. A modern version of Shakespeare’s Taming of the Shrew. We both loved that movie and it had helped through a lot of phases.

      “Excellent choice!” I took the DVD from her hand and shoved it into the player before I sat down next to her and pulled the bowl of chips onto my lap.

      We watched in silence for a while. It was like old times. Just two sisters, hanging out, watching kitchy films. Like nothing had changed. A simpler life before Mom and Dad had died, before all the hassle to start our new life in Aurora, and before the miracle of Adam and my supernatural new reality.

      The truth was, everything had changed. And with Adam’s resurrection things had changed yet again. Not only for me, for Sophie, too. She just didn’t know.

      I glanced to the side, observing her face as she was diving into cozy memories of a better time, the same way I had a minute ago. It was easy to forget how much we had struggled as siblings before we had learned to stick together. Now, we were the only family we had left and we behaved accordingly. We protected each other, were there for each other, and looked out for each other. Sophie needed me and I was there. And I protected her by sparing her what our heritage meant for our safety. Oblivion was a blessing.

      A blessing in disguise. She would learn eventually and then be upset with me for not telling her earlier. But for now  I couldn’t find it in my heart to burden her with anything else. Her breakup from Ian was enough to carry for now.

      “Do you miss Adam?” she asked out of the blue.

      I shrank into the couch at his name. It was hard to keep in mind, that in Sophie’s reality, Adam was still dead.

      For a second or two, I contemplated what would be the appropriate answer to this. “Not as much as I did when you left for Indianapolis.” It was neutral enough to not raise too many questions and it was the truth. I didn’t miss him as much as I had when he had been gone from my life completely, but I did miss him sometimes. Basically, all the time that I was away from him. Dodged that pitfall successfully.

      “You do seem happier,” she had noticed my self-conscious grin.

      I nodded, careful not to break into a full smile. It was hard to hide something this big from my sister, but I had to. In her eyes, I was still the damaged little girl who had lost not only her parents, but also the love of her life. She had no idea how far from the truth that was. “I am.”

      Focusing on Heath Ledger dissect a frog helped me wipe that grin off my features.

      “How are Jenna and Chris doing?” she asked, her eyes back on the screen, too.

      That was easier to answer. “They are okay. They are struggling with what life has given them, but they are some of the bravest people I’ve ever known.” And the best couple I’d ever seen. I didn’t need to speak that last thought. It would only raise questions.

      “Yeah, I can imagine.” Sophie empathized. “Especially Chris. Losing his son after losing his first wife.”

      I was surprised by how much she felt for the Gallagers. It was almost like she was speaking the thoughts I’d had when I had realized how much Jenna and Chris had been suffering— even though she was lacking a layer of information about how bad it had really been.

      “Yes, he had a hard time finding his way back to life. He probably suffered the most.” I decided to give Sophie as much of the truth as I could. She would soon have to realize how dependent we were on the Gallagers, so she might as well establish an emotional attachment to them through my clumsy descriptions of their time after Adam’s funeral. “Chris and I meditated together.”

      She gave me a surprised look. “Meditated?”

      “Yes. It actually helped a lot.” I left out about his struggle to regain his angel-powers. “You know, with focus and everything.”

      She scrutinized my face for a second as if trying to decide whether that was possible. “And Ben?”

      “He didn’t meditate with us.”

      “That’s not what I mean.” She instantly picked up on my evasive answer. “How is he doing? I assume you’ve seen him once or twice since I’ve left.” There was something almost inquisitive about her tone. Like she was suspecting something. How was that possible? I hadn’t mentioned one word about him to her.

      “He’s fine.” Why was there a grin on my face again? I tried to turn my focus on Heath and failed miserably at the evasive maneuver.

      “Fine?” Her gaze was that of a sister you could hide nothing from.

      “Mhm.”

      “Okay. Now I am curious. Could it be you have something to do with him being fine?”

      I dived into the bowl on my lap and stuffed a fist-full of chips into my mouth. This would buy me half a minute to come up with some half-truth that I could share with Sophie without making any slips.

      “Come on, Claire,” she nudged my arm, “speak.”

      “Yes, and no,” I  slowly said after swallowing the salty potato chips.

      “Yes, and no?” She was suddenly so engaged in unearthing what was going on that it seemed she had completely forgotten her own sad situation.

      So I gave her something. “Spending so much time together at the Gallagers’ since the funeral, he and I have become better acquainted.”

      “Acquainted?”

      Was she going to repeat everything I said? “Yes, acquainted.”

      “And you are sure there isn’t anything else going on?”

      Geesh, was she reading my mind?  “We’ve been spending some time together. He’s actually a really nice guy.”

      “Nice guy?” Her eyes were almost popping out of their sockets as she was slowly extracting piece by piece of information.

      “Well, he’s not that cold jerk I’d thought him to be.” I tried to play up Ben’s hostility into something she could understand. “He’s actually likable.”

      “You like him,” Sophie almost cheered. Apparently, it didn’t bother her that Ben was my supposedly dead boyfriend’s half-brother. What seemed to matter to her was that I was—in her eyes—liking someone.

      “To a certain degree. But not the way you think,” I reigned in her enthusiasm before she could let her imagination make up too much. “We have been there for each other.” He had been there for me more than I for him, but Sophie didn’t need to know that, either.

      Sophie eyed me as if she wasn’t really believing what I was saying. “So where does that leave you?” She wouldn’t let it go. I had to give her something.

      “I am not sure,” I stuck to the truth again. I honestly wasn’t. Ben and I were a topic that I hadn’t fully figured out. It was confusing more than anything else. And besides my gratefulness for his willingness to escort me to the party, there were other emotions that seemed to flare in particular when Ben was in the same room with me. “He’s taking me to Greg’s party on graduation day.”

      “That’s awesome.” She sounded happy and I left her with whatever image she had built for herself.

      “I guess so,” I mumbled and returned to watching Heath. Now, he was singing and dancing, making a complete fool of himself for the one he loved. Another sigh escaped my mouth. How many times would I make a fool of myself trying to show Adam how much I loved him, trusted him, and he would still keep his safe distance? Would he trust himself enough one day to be able to be close to me the way we had been before? Just a couple of kisses. A loving embrace every now and then. A touch here and there. Our relationship pre-demon-strike had never reached the physical level it could have. I was still a virgin. The one time we had gotten close, he had distracted me by humoring me with going to the pool hall where he had been so ill-fatedly cornered by our opponents. Ever since, the closest we had gotten was a kiss.

      “Anyway, I am glad you aren’t devastated about Ian,” I shifted the spotlight away from me. “I was prepared for the worst.”

      Sophie pressed her lips into a hard line for a moment and then half-smiled. “The first couple of hours, it was the end of the world, but it got easier with every minute I kept thinking about it.” There was a wise note to her words. “Ian wants kids. Sooner rather than later. He would want to get married—”

      “He proposed?” I almost jumped off the couch in shock.

      “No.” Sophie had to laugh at my reaction. “But he probably would have if we hadn’t figured out that we want different things.”

      Ian would have been a great brother-in-law, but now that was a thought I’d rather not mention to Sophie.

      “So, he wanted kids as soon as possible, and I wanted to finish college, become a doctor, and actually work for a couple of years, travel, before considering having a family.”

      I totally agreed. She had been working too hard and deserved to shine and do something for herself before bringing up another child. We couldn’t ignore that she had stepped into the parent role way too early in life because she’d had to take care of me. Now that I was graduating from high school in three days, freedom was on her doorstep and I fully supported her intention to enjoy it.

      “I am sorry it didn’t work out.” I threw my arm around her shoulder and she rested her head against mine.

      “It’s okay. I am sure life has other plans for me.”

      I had to suppress my urge to tell her how right she was about that.

      We sat like that for the rest of the movie, two sisters with the same fate, one aware, one in the dark about the dangers that were lying ahead of them.
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      A sea of red-and-blue polyester gowns was enclosing us. The shapeless robes looked good on Jaden. He was perfect in his role and his peaceful aura helped me breathe through those last few moments before I would be handed the scroll.

      “You look green,” he chuckled, lighthearted.

      My hands reflexively clutched my stomach. After all the hassle, my struggles, and one additional year in high school, I had finally made it. I was going to graduate in a few minutes, and no demon could keep me from doing so. My life was back on track.

      Jaden grinned at my expression and at the emotions he must be perceiving on his radar.

      Yes, I was a little bit proud of myself—just a little bit. But more than that I was nervous to the point of nausea.

      Sophie was sitting somewhere in the audience, in her perfect emerald dress, taking the place of Mom and Dad. I swallowed. They would have been so happy to see that I’d made it through high school.

      Chris, Jenna, and Ben were also there, probably outshining everyone but Sophie. The only one who wasn’t there to see me graduate was Adam.

      We filed up behind the podium. It was time. Jaden was already walking out, being first in the alphabet. I took another deep breath.

      The line thinned in front of me. There were only two more boys and then Amber, who would go before me.

      “This time next year I’ll have finished my first year in acting school,” Amber beamed. “Can you believe it?”

      She fanned her hands at her face in an attempt to keep herself from either crying or sweating, I couldn’t tell.

      “Yeah,” I looked at the floor. I wasn’t sure what my future would hold. In one year I might be dead. If the demons ever came to avenge Volpert’s death—given that he was dead, we weren’t even sure about that. And of course, there was still the possibility that Adam might slip and kill me himself. I shuddered and forced a smile. “It’s exciting, isn’t it?”

      “Miss Amber Finn,” the voice called her to the podium.

      She all but jumped in excitement and bounced up the stairs gracefully.

      A few more seconds.

      “Claire Marie Gabriel,” the voice called my name.

      I straightened my robes and forced a smile to my lips. With slow steps, I made my way up the stairs and onto the podium. Dean Middleton was waiting with the scroll in one hand, the other hand reaching out to grab my mine.

      “Congratulations, Miss Gabriel,” he solemnly said when he handed me the rolled up piece of paper and shook my hand.

      I took it and rushed to stand with Amber and Jaden to watch the rest of our class move across the podium.

      Together, we watched one after the other cross the center of the platform and move over to our side until there was no one left and Dean Middleton clapped at all of us, showing how proud he was of us.

      Somewhere in the audience, next to Sophie, Ben’s eyes flashed and caught my gaze. He stood out from the crowd. His black suit made him look more like a wedding guest than a graduation-spectator. He was applauding along with the rest of Aurora’s proud families and friends who had come to watch us graduate.

      A dull pain in my ribs called my attention.

      “Ouch, Jaden,” I complained and gave him a questioning look.

      “Throw your hat,” he hissed.

      Instinctively, I reached up and tossed it up just in time with the others.

      “Thanks.” I rubbed my side and blushed.

      With a few more words from Dean Middleton, we were ushered off the podium and the flock of students dissolved to join their families and friends. I followed their example and my eyes scanned the room for Sophie.

      She was standing on the side near the door and waved excitedly.

      “Congratulations!” she hugged me and swayed me from side to side several times before she let go again.

      “Who would have thought...” I laughed and thought back to all the obstacles that could have prevented me from ever getting this far.

      Sophie squeezed me one more time before she let go. “I can’t believe you are all grown up.” Her face looked more like a proud mother than a big sister.

      “Well, if it helps, I don’t feel like it,” I grimaced and pulled on the fabric on my chest.

      “I know what you mean,” Sophie grinned and linked arms with me while pulling me around. “Let’s get out of here.”

      While most were heading off to the endless picture taking, we made our way through the crowd to the changing room.

      “One second,” I pulled my arm out of hers and rushed in through the door.

      Amber and Lydia were standing in the corner where we had changed into our graduation robes. As I joined them, they both gave me a wide smile.

      “Are you bringing him?” Amber burst out.

      “Who?” I ignored her meaningful look.

      “The guy next to Sophie?” Amber spoke through her teeth, nodding toward the exit as if seeing Sophie meant she could see Ben as well. “The one who waved at you.”

      “Oh, him,” I hid a smile in the polyester-robes as I slid them over my head.

      “Yes, him,” Amber practically squealed with delight. “I didn’t now you were dating again.”

      Lydia’s laugh was audible behind Amber’s voice.

      I tossed the gown into the corner with the others and turned to the wall while straightening out my midnight blue organza skirt. None of them knew Adam was alive. They never could. So, wouldn’t it be the smarter option, letting them believe Ben and I were dating?

      There was definitely something between us. It could help build a facade over summer until everyone was gone to college. Nobody would wonder why I still hadn’t gotten over the Gallager family, if I was dating their son.

      “I am not—we are not dating,” the truth slipped out before I could make up my mind about the lie.

      Amber’s giggle turned to a grunt of disappointment.

      I turned around and faced the two girls.

      “Ben is Adam’s brother,” I explained, “we’re friends...”

      Lydia’s face turned sympathetic. “How is his family doing?” She glanced at her hands, as if suddenly worried to have crossed a line. “Coping, I mean...”

      “They are okay, I guess. Considering the circumstances, they are doing well.”

      Better than well, I thought to myself and managed to fight back a grin. Adam was alive. The Gallager family was intact and immortal. They were perfect.

      “Glad to hear that,” was all Lydia replied.

      I grabbed my purse and scroll. “See you tonight,” I called casually and headed back to Sophie who was waiting with her arm ready to link at the entrance.

      It didn’t really make a big difference what I said or how I reacted to them. It would always be a lie. And I hated that I had to deceive my friends—and even worse, that I had to play a role for my sister.

      “Hungry?” Sophie asked and her smile flashed through her chestnut curls.

      “Sure.”

      Together we walked out of the building and met the Gallagers at the exit. They were waiting by the parking lot, looking like a beautiful family portrait. Strong and immortal, and so capable of feigning usualness, they were keeping a polite distance, not wanting to intrude into the family moment. They knew how important this moment was and gave us a minute before they joined us. I felt a pang of affection for them—I considered them my new family—and simultaneously a wave of anguish that Sophie couldn’t understand the deep bond I shared with them. She shouldn’t. It was healthier for her if she was kept in the dark—for now. The moment of truth would come for her sooner than I could make myself feel comfortable with.

      “Congratulations, Claire.” It was Jenna, who pulled me into a hug first.

      “We are so proud of you,” Chris added and patted my shoulder when Jenna wouldn’t let go of me.

      “Umm—Jenna, thanks—you’re crushing my chest,” I quietly coughed into her hairdo.

      She immediately loosened her grip. “Oh my God, I am sorry, Claire,” she whispered an apology “I am so excited for you, I almost forgot how breakable you are.”

      Sophie was oblivious to Jenna’s strength as much as she was to all of the Gallagers’ supernatural powers.

      “Congrats!” The moment Jenna let go, Ben gave me a half-smile that made him look like a movie star.

      My stomach twisted slightly as I caught myself in that thought.

      Before I could say anything, Sophie pulled me back into her arms. “Graduation Girl!” she squealed.

      “See you at the restaurant,” Chris called over his shoulder as he walked away with Jenna and Ben.

      I had invited them, too. My old family and my new.

      Sophie ushered me to the car. “Let’s go eat.”

      I climbed into the passenger seat, dazed, and buckled up. I had made it. I had actually graduated, it dawned on me. This was it.

      “Ready?” Sophie hooted as she started the engine.

      “Ready,” I nodded at her, meaning ready to start my life after high school, whatever that meant.

      As we rolled out of the parking lot, I caught a glimpse of Jaden standing by his car. His face was impossible to read, but I imagined I had seen a hint of sadness there.

      I wished I could invite him to join us at the restaurant, but that would have been suspicious. It was a sad thought, that he would stay behind alone, while all the other students were celebrating with their families.

      If only he could have come to the party tonight, it would at least feel like he was part of this mundane life I was still keeping up as a facade for Sophie.

      Ben will keep you good company, he had said when he had declined my request to accompany me to Greg’s graduation party.

      That’s what I am afraid of, I had answered.

      I knew Ben would be a great escort, as perfect for such an occasion as Adam would have been. And that worried me even more than Adam’s absence.

      The smell of Italian and the orchestra of dishes, cutlery, and chattering people greeted us as we entered the restaurant. I was glad Sophie had chosen a modest place to celebrate.

      “This way please,” a young man guided us to a table in the far corner of the room, with a view of the slow afternoon traffic.

      Jenna and Chris sat down with their backs to the room, leaving two chairs on the opposite side free for Sophie and me.

      Ben slid into a chair at the head of the table and flashed me a brief white-toothed grin, which made it very clear that he hadn’t forgotten we would spend the evening together.

      Part of me was enjoying the anticipation of spending time with Ben away from the rest of his family. But the other part was loudly protesting at my enjoyment. It was confusing.

      I sat and leaned my head against the wall for a couple of seconds. The background noise helped tune out my thoughts.

      When I looked around—everywhere but at Ben—I recognized some fellow students who were sitting with their families, eating happily. I envied them their innocence, their naivety. They all were oblivious to the war that was happening around them. They probably wouldn’t even think for a second it was possible that angels and demons existed among them as they did.

      “I ordered a surprise,” Sophie announced and brought my attention back to our table just in time to see the waiter approach with an enormous platter.

      He carefully set it down in the center of the table and informed us about the various Italian specialties which looked delicious and reminded me that I hadn’t had breakfast or lunch.

      Sophie was the most cheerful I had seen her since her return from Indianapolis. The separation from Ian had been hard on her. Sometimes I still wondered if it had really been necessary to break up with him. Of course, it wasn’t my place to judge anyone. After all, I was the one swaying between two men, thinking I was decided, but being more and more unsure by the day. Whenever Ben was present, he acted like an emitter, disturbing any serenity I had built since Adam’s miraculous resurrection.

      I glanced to the side and observed Ben sip from his soda, wondering what it was about this beautiful boy that kept making life more complex than it already was.

      He looked up, catching me stare, and gave me a brief smile while he swallowed the fluid gracefully. I looked away sheepishly and focused on my fork, flushing, before I glanced around the table awkwardly.

      Nobody had noticed. At least Sophie was so absorbed in discussing career options with Jenna and Chris, that I was sure she hadn’t. But with Jenna and Chris, I wasn’t sure if they weren’t just politely ignoring the heatwave I must have radiated a few seconds ago. Grateful either way, I grabbed my napkin and laid it out on my lap, just to have something to keep my hands busy with.

      The waiter reached an arm over the table and picked tasty-looking meat slices up with a sophisticated tool. I watched him attentively, careful to not meet Ben’s eyes anymore.

      We made our way through course after course of a perfect Italian meal. Sophie knew how much I enjoyed Italian, and she had chosen well.

      “Thanks for an amazing feast,” I said as we were slowly making our way out after a couple of hours.

      She hugged me quickly. “You just graduated. The least I can do is make sure you are properly fed before you head off to the party.”

      We both chuckled. But before the party, I had another destination. The Gallagers were taking me home with them. The excuse was that Ben was going to drive us to the party and it would save time if he didn’t have to pick me up at my place. The unofficial version was that I wanted to see Adam before the party. If he couldn’t come, I at least wanted to spend some time with him to celebrate.

      “Don’t come home too early,” Sophie joked as she closed the door behind me. I put on the seatbelt and looked out the window. Ben was sliding in the back of the car and sat next to me.

      A shiver ran through my body. There it was again. I knew I wanted to see Adam, and yet, Ben’s presence made it difficult for me to focus. Why did he have to have such a strong effect on me?

      Jenna drove in silence while Ben and Chris were discussing how and why Geoffrey’s version of specific Italian dishes was unbeatable.

      I stared at the blur of trees and buildings outside, hoping I would escape my own emotional prison by ignoring Ben for the moment.

      The last turn into the Gallagers’ driveway sent a surge of relief through my system. Just a few seconds longer.

      Was I really up for a whole evening with Ben, if it made me this uncomfortable just to sit next to him? I pondered for a moment and decided, it was less Ben than the embarrassment of all of them knowing how I felt. It would be better when we’d be alone.

      And first things first. The second we entered the house, my head started turning to spot Adam.

      “Upstairs,” Ben sighed, observing my nervous search.

      I jumped right past him, “Thanks,” and flew up the stairs until I arrived at Adam’s bedroom door, completely out of breath.

      “You have no idea how proud I am of you.” Adam had opened the door before I’d had a chance to knock.

      He was breathtaking, with his pale lips and spring-green eyes. It sped up my racing heart even more.

      “Hi,” I exhaled while he pulled me into his room and started having trouble breathing as I ogled at his marvelous face. Instantly, I couldn’t remember he even had a brother...

      “You look beautiful,” he commented and gently wrapped his arms around me.

      It wasn’t the tight and confident embrace of the old Adam—the pure one, the angel. It was the embrace of the new Adam. Restrained and full of a painful yearning that both of us knew would be a dangerous path to follow.

      So I simply rested my head against his chest for a too-short moment before Adam pulled back and sighed.

      His eyes were unfocused once more, and showing the hunger clearly, an expression which I had gotten used to by now. It was an unspoken rule in the Gallager house that Adam and I couldn’t be alone. Not because the others didn’t trust him—even though I knew it was true for Jaden, he didn’t trust Adam for a second—but because Adam didn’t trust himself.

      I reluctantly let go of him. When he turned, my eyes followed his movements as he walked over to the couch at a speed which was slow, even for a human.

      “It’s okay,” I reassured, commenting on the sad expression that had replaced the hunger. “You’ll get better at this.”

      He eyed me for a brief second.

      “We will.” I tried to smile.

      “If only I could come with you—” Adam mused, back in control of his primal instincts.

      “—it would make today perfect,” I finished his sentence.

      “It would make today more dangerous for everyone,” he corrected me without changing his expression.

      His features were beautiful even when they were burdened with the heaviness of our dilemma. No one was safe around Adam.

      We knew he was able to keep his instincts in check—most of the time. If he slipped around his family, or Jaden, it would come to an even fight. At least that was the common opinion of the angels living under this roof. If Adam lost control around me, I would be dead in an instant. No fight.

      “Besides that, everyone thinks you’re dead,” I reminded him of the less frightening reason.

      His grim face turned even darker. “Maybe I am.”

      Before I could comfort him, a rustling noise claimed my attention and I glanced over my shoulder at the open door. Nobody was there, but I knew the sound. It was Ben. He must be standing outside, just far enough from the door to not disturb, but close enough to jump in if Adam caused any trouble.

      Ben’s presence made me edgy. There was some part of me that wanted to shut the door in his face and throw myself at Adam and ignore all danger. But I knew better than that. The other part—the one that was looking forward to the evening with Ben, was rejoicing at the impossibility of what the first part wanted.

      “I love you, Adam,” I said, siding with the first part, “we’ll figure this out.” Though I wasn’t entirely convinced that I hadn’t voiced my feelings for Adam just to silence the delight of the second part.

      Adam was standing in front of me—at a safe distance—within a fraction of a second.

      “As I love you.”

      Another rustling sound.

      “I can cancel and stay here tonight,” I offered, hoping and fearing he would say yes.

      “No. You graduated from high school today. You need to relax and celebrate.” Pride was shining in his eyes again. But his shoulders were slightly hunched. He took a deep breath and gave me smile.

      “I’ll miss you—” I was going to miss him. I was missing him already.

      “Don’t think about me for even a second while you’re there,” he insisted and guided me to the door.

      When I stepped over the threshold, Ben was sitting at the top of the stairs, his head resting against the wall.

      Back in the room, Adam’s perfect lips were still curved just enough to count as a smile.

      “Have fun.” His voice followed me down the hallway.

      I didn’t turn back. It was hard enough walking away from him. The strange excitement that washed over me when Ben looked up with molten steel eyes would have made it impossible to face Adam.

      I was wondering sheepishly how much Adam would feel of what was going on. Was he aware of the tension that was hovering between me and his brother like a ghost that just wouldn’t go away, no matter how much you ignored it?

      “Thanks,” I murmured, knowing Adam would have heard me, no matter how softly I had spoken.

      Without a word, I walked past my bodyguard and headed down the stairs. We had little more than an hour before the party, and I found it best to ignore whatever emotion was coming my way from Ben—for now. At least until we were out of the house and away from the cluster of highly perceptive supernaturals who I couldn’t hide anything from. Or could I?

      With reluctance, I found myself thinking in that direction. But, was I trying to hide something from them? Or was it really me who I was trying to hide something from?

      When I reached the bottom of the stairs, I spotted Jenna in the parlor.

      “Mind if I join you?” I asked as I walked in.

      She put down the teacup with a quick and graceful motion and straightened up.

      “Please.” She smiled at me. It was an expression full of pride and a hint of worry. I settled into a chair next to her.

      “How are you holding up?” she asked, worry getting the better of her features. She wasn’t referring to the party. It was clear that it was the difficult situation with Adam she was speaking about.

      “I am okay.” I knew she would see through me. I wasn’t exactly okay. But it felt good to think of it as okay. It made me feel a little better.

      Even though I was still riding the high of graduation, the constant danger around Adam was draining me, plus being babysat all the time made me feel more like a five-year-old.

      Jenna gave me a meaningful look. One that made sure I wouldn’t get away with okay. “What’s going on?” she pressed.

      With a deep breath, I leaned back and started talking. “Today is a good day,” I closed my eyes. Instantly, images of Adam flashed before my inner eye. I felt the yearning from before. He was supposed to be with me at the party tonight. Not Ben. “My life as I have known it for the past years is finally over and I am free to start a new chapter.”

      Jenna nodded, understanding without further explanation of what I was referring to. My life as a high school student. My life that was bound to this location... where Adam was forced to stay indoors, and out of the public eye. Where it was too dangerous for all of us if he was seen.

      Nobody suspected the Gallagers to be anything more than what they wanted people to know. A rich family who had recently lost a son. A family of educated background. It would be easy for them to find a reason why they would have to leave Aurora. A new assignment for Chris as a professor of history, an engagement for Jenna at a concert hall somewhere far away.

      In reality, they didn’t need any reason. They didn’t need to excuse themselves for anything. They could disappear from one day to the other and hardly anyone would notice. That’s how out of the public they had been staying for the past years. Except of course for Jenna’s rare concerts.

      The question for me was whether they would take me with them when they left, or would they leave me behind like baggage, dragging them down? After all, I was only human. In danger of demon attacks or not—I would be long dead when they would still be their glorious selves. Immortal and beautiful. In the end, it wouldn’t really make a difference how I was going to die—I was going to die. And Sophie—all I could really do was make sure she wouldn’t suffer at the hands of the demons. She was as mortal as I was. We shared the same blood, were the same weak, human race. I opened my eyes as if I could look away from my dilemma.

      “Going to the party with Ben will be good for you,” she suggested with a motherly smile. “Forget all the worries for one single evening. You have gone through a busy time. Things will look different tomorrow morning.” She leaned forward and squeezed my hand briefly. “Trust me.”

      My head dropped in a nod that wasn’t really intentional and we sat in silence for a while, all the time I was trying to focus on the pattern of the beige couch.

      Adam didn’t come downstairs. He stayed out of sight more than I thought was necessary. Of course, he knew exactly what was going on in the house. Each and every one of the Gallagers knew—with their heightened senses and their intuition. There was nothing I could hide. Once more I was a glass bottle filled with motives and reasons.

      Footsteps tore me from my thoughts.

      “Ready?” Ben popped his head through the door and disappeared again before I could react.

      “I guess that was my cue.” I heaved myself to an upright position and turned to Jenna. She was on her feet the same moment.

      “Enjoy the evening,” she said and hugged me quickly.

      “Thanks.”

      I was on my way to the door, looking forward to and dreading the next couple of hours.

      “Ben will take good care of you,” Jenna called after me.

      “See you.” With a wave of my hand, I left the parlor and headed for the heavy wooden front door.

      As I stepped outside, Ben was already waiting by his car, hands in his pockets. He had changed into a dusty-blue shirt. It was a shade or two lighter than my skirt.

      My mouth curved upward at the edges at the thought that we matched.

      Ben looked up at me when I was only a few steps away.

      “You look incredible,” he commented. His eyes were holding my gaze. I felt how my cheeks were turning crimson under his stare and headed directly for the passenger door before he could turn to open it for me.

      As I climbed in, I could feel his eyes on my back. What was it with this boy, that made me all confused and insecure? I loved Adam. Nothing would change that. Ever. But that small part of myself that had softened toward Ben, was all receptive to his every movement.

      “Shall we?” he asked and started the engine before I could even take a breath.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw a suppressed chuckle on his lips.

      The streets were tinted in golden-orange light—the type you see before everything turns blueish and the sun disappears.

      “I’m not really in the mood to go,” I mumbled into my hair.

      “I know,” was all that escaped Ben’s mouth after a long, measuring look.

      He felt what I felt. There was no point in hiding anything.

      Adam was the one who should have met me up at the front door. He should have escorted me to the car, helped me inside and driven me to the party. Not Ben.

      Why did it feel so exciting then, that Ben was behind the wheel?

      I was putting myself in a dangerous position, with every second I was spending with Ben. But it was a different type of danger. Not like with Adam. At least there was no chance Ben would accidentally kill me.

      We drove in silence until Greg’s house came into view. There were lights greeting us from the enormous windows. People were arriving from every direction. Among them, Lydia and Richard.

      Ben pulled into the driveway and parked the car in the row of vehicles which were already crowding the broad space. Neither of us moved for a couple of seconds. The tension was becoming unbearable.

      “We don’t have to stay long,” I reassured Ben when I eventually couldn’t endure the silence anymore—even though I felt I was the one who needed the reassurance.

      “I’m good,” Ben flashed me a smile before he gracefully got out of the car. “We can stay forever.”

      A nervous lump formed in my throat at his tone.

      I opened the door and jumped out, and was surprised to find him standing and waiting for me. He was so fast—

      “Let’s get it over with,” Ben joked.

      “I am sorry if it’s uncomfortable for you...” I apologized for my selfish call. I could have gone alone or brought Sophie. But the Gallagers and Jaden had decided it was best if an angel was there with me. And as Jaden wasn’t available, Ben was the next best in line. Adam was out of bounds when it came to public places. And of course—as we had deduced this afternoon—he was a danger himself. So, it came down to Ben.

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me to his side with a swift movement.

      Before I could even protest, I was snuggled into his side like this was the one place in the world I was meant to be.
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      The front door was standing wide open, people trickling in and populating the enormous hallway. Music was greeting us as we filed into the living room behind two people I had never seen in my life.

      “You came!” Lydia called over the heads of two girls who were sitting on the sofa in the center of the room.

      “Hi!” I called back to her and Richard.

      Amber was standing right next to them. The look on her face reminded me of the awkward conversation earlier in the changing room. She looked positively thrilled that I’d brought Ben as I had announced I would.

      She was gesturing for us to come join them, her hands flying back and forth slightly overexcited.

      “I guess we should go or her hands will break at the wrists and fly through the room.” Ben chuckled at the obviously girlish behavior. The picture he had painted manifested in my mind and I imagined Amber’s hands zooming over the crowd and against the windows. It wasn’t a pretty picture.

      “Yes, let’s.” I took a step and was held back by Ben’s arm on my shoulder. “What?” I wasn’t sure whether I should be annoyed or enjoy the fact that it was difficult to move without him moving along.

      “Nothing.” He smiled, flashing his pearly-white teeth at me. “This room is full of positive emotion. Everyone is happy, excited. It’s a nice change after all the heavy stuff we have at home.”

      I nodded. He was right. I could almost feel it, too. The elation was thick in the room.

      “It’s nice to be able to share this moment with you.” His grip tightened around my shoulder for a moment and there was something like a butterfly stirring in my stomach.

      I ignored the sensation and started walking, pulling the immortal boy with me. His hand slid off me as I moved ahead through the crowd. He followed willingly.

      “He’s gorgeous,” Amber said into my ear the second we stopped and stood next to her.

      I shrank with embarrassment. Ben would naturally hear what she said. Nothing escaped his heightened senses. But that wasn’t what made me wish I could be swallowed by the floor beneath my feet. It was that I absolutely agreed with her, and every second Ben was standing so near to me, it only got worse.

      As if he had read my thoughts, he circled his arm back around my shoulders and stepped an inch or two closer.

      “Are you enjoying yourselves?” Greg showed up behind Amber, grabbing her hand as he joined us.

      Grateful for the interruption, I bobbed my head.

      “Great party, man,” Ben spoke before I had a chance to introduce him, and held out his hand. “I’m Ben.”

      Greg eyed me for a fraction of a second then broke into a smile and shook Ben’s hand with his free one. “Right,” his smile only spread wider, “Claire’s date. Welcome!”

      I felt the urge to kick him. Hadn’t I told Amber and Lydia that Ben was coming as a friend? They had obviously forgotten to pass this information on to Greg.

      “Exactly,” Ben chuckled next to my ear. Suddenly my urge extended toward him, too. Thank God, I was so well-behaved or I would have both their calves on my conscience. “You’re Greg?” he asked, still highly amused.

      “That’s me,” Greg said and quickly turned his head at his name being called from somewhere behind him. “I need to run. The barbecue needs my attention.” He yelled, “I’m coming,” over his shoulder and then turned back to us. “Mi casa es tu casa, Claire,” and winked. “Have fun, guys! That’s an order.”

      I felt Ben’s body shake with suppressed laughter. What was he thinking Greg meant?!

      “Thanks, Greg,” I waved after him unenthusiastically as he disappeared in the cloud of people behind him.

      “I’m Amber,” Amber lifted a hand and waved. “You look very similar to Adam,” she blurted out without thinking.

      I froze. I wasn’t prepared for this. Why couldn’t she for once not say what she was thinking?

      “That’s probably because Adam is my brother,” he said and bit his lip to make the grin disappear.

      “I am sorry,” Amber quickly said.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Ben saved the moment, “I get that a lot.” He tried to squeeze in a joke. “What nobody notices is that I am way better-looking than he ever could have been.”

      Was it appropriate to joke like this about your dead brother? I secretly nudged him in the ribs with my elbow. “Be respectful,” I whispered.

      “Lydia, Richard,” I quickly named the rest of the clique, not giving any of them time to make things any more awkward.

      “Hi,” Lydia said and Richard reached out to shake hands with Ben.

      “Nice to meet you all.”

      In reality, it didn’t matter what they thought. Probably none of them would ever see Ben again after tonight. It was possible that I wouldn’t see any of them any time soon, either. After tonight I was going back into my private little witness protection program.

      We were standing there for a minute, none of us really knowing what to say.

      “Where did you get your drinks?” Ben broke the horrible moment with his perfect smile and his steel-blue eyes directed at Amber.

      She fluttered her eyelids as if she was struggling with incoherency for a second before she pointed toward the kitchen.

      “Would you like anything, Claire?” He was giving us an escape route from the situation and I grabbed the opportunity like a lifesaver. I had fought to make clear that Ben and I weren’t together, and now everybody believed we were. “Sure.”

      “See you later.” Ben pulled me around and we slowly made our way through to the kitchen.

      “That was close,” he said as we were out of earshot. “Do you think the joke was too much?” he voiced both our concerns.

      “I honestly don’t know.” I looked back and watched Amber and Lydia laugh at something Richard had said. “But I don’t think they are dwelling on it.”

      He nodded, his features a little brighter. “But I am serious,” the grin was back in place, “I am better-looking.”

      I nudged him again. Adam and Ben both were incredible-looking. Each one in their own way. Adam’s beauty had just been darkened by his own personal demons.

      “They think I am your boyfriend,” Ben laughed and pulled me forward.

      Yes, they were thinking that now, thanks to Greg.

      When we were stopped by a gap so narrow only one person could fit through, he stepped behind me and led me through with both his hands on my waist.

      “What are you doing, Ben?” I scolded him with a dark glare over my shoulder.

      “I am filling my role.” He beamed down at me, obviously enjoying himself.

      “Whatever,” I murmured to myself and slipped through the gap and out of his grip into the kitchen.

      More people were populating the area around the fridge. I squeezed through and grabbed a soda from the shelf. “What would you like?” I asked over my shoulder, my eyes searching for Ben.

      He was leaning in the doorway, watching me from a distance, perfectly entertained by the way I was trying to deny that I actually was enjoying the way he was behaving. It was clearly written in his eyes. He was going to follow through with the challenge Greg had presented. Have fun!

      With a sigh, I grabbed another soda from the fridge and tossed it at Ben. He grabbed it with one hand, not even looking at the can. His eyes stayed focused on my face. I was surprised nobody noticed his unnatural ability to catch, but then, everyone was wildly engaged in conversations about graduation, which college they were going to go to, which countries they were going to travel to over the summer. No one was paying attention to Ben and me.

      When we made our way back to the living room, people had started dancing. Amber, Lydia, and Richard were in the middle of the crowd.

      “Would you like to dance?” Ben asked, his eyes hopeful.

      “I’m not really in the mood,” I had to disappoint him. “It’s too crowded.”

      “Maybe something more private, then?” he nodded toward the staircase where only a couple of people were hanging out, deep in conversation.

      “I’m not sure.” Was it really a good idea to break away from the crowd? I wasn’t sure I could trust myself with Ben. But then, there were still plenty of people visible in the hallway upstairs.

      “Humor me.” He tilted his head to the side and took my hand.

      The butterflies returned without delay as I let him pull me toward him and lead the way.

      We saw familiar faces on the way up. They were smiling at us knowingly. I didn’t care. The two souls inside my chest were struggling. The one wanting to run away from Ben and back into Adam’s arms—which I knew wouldn’t catch me—and the one pushing me toward Ben’s open arms.

      As I walked up with Ben, it dawned on me how far away my life had carried me from my human friends in these past months. I was drifting further and further into the supernatural, not remotely strong enough to keep up with it, but oddly at home with my angelic family. If I ever had to choose, I knew where my loyalties would lie. Even if my human life was ridiculously short compared to theirs and my capacities not even close to what they were capable of, I belonged with them more than with this human life. And Sophie belonged there, too. Our heritage made us an integral part of the conflict between angels and demons. There was no way out for us.

      We had reached the top of the stairs and Ben led me down the hall. I knew the house well enough. There was a second smaller living room where he was headed. The door was open.

      When we walked inside, we found it empty. A couple of bottles people had left behind were sitting on the table under the window and someone had left a purse on the black leather couch in the corner.

      “Better?” Ben stopped and faced me. His eyes were piercing mine with a deep gaze. What had I just been thinking about?

      The music was still audible in the background, as were the voices from the hall. It was a soft blur of sound that painted the room with atmosphere.

      Ben pulled me toward him and moved with the music, apparently as talented at dancing as he was at drawing. He swayed me from side to side gently.

      I didn’t object. The struggle in my chest had fallen almost silent. Ben’s presence made my desire for closeness flare. Adam was denying that. He probably would for the rest of his life—which was forever. Was it wrong of me to enjoy dancing with Ben?

      “Much better,” I muttered into his shoulder and immediately wanted to bite off my tongue. Me giving in to my own weakness and openly letting him know were two completely different things.

      Ben pulled me closer. I could feel his iron chest and his arms wrapped around my waist.

      “Maybe this moment is all we’ll have to be together,” he murmured into my ear.

      That thought triggered a sudden sadness. It was like losing something I’d never truly had.

      “But even if it is,” he continued, his breath touching my cheek, “I’d rather have this one moment and suffer for all eternity than denying myself the one chance to win you over.”

      The sadness deepened and my split heart ached for something that could never be. I rested my head against his neck and breathed in deeply. There was so much I wanted to say: how much I liked him, how I regretted that it wasn’t enough to change my mind, how I still couldn’t keep myself from craving those small moments where he looked at me like I was the center of his universe, how he was too good for me, how good it felt to be so close to him. And yet, I stayed mute, scared to ruin the moment by any words I’d say.

      We moved with the music for a long while, neither of us able to put into words what was going on inside their mind.

      “Why can’t I just let you go?” he asked after what seemed like hours, more like he was speaking to himself.

      “Do you want to?” I didn’t even lift my head to measure his expression.

      “You know I don’t.” His answer was a whisper. His steel arms were leading me gently and his hands were resting on the small of my back, motionless. We were in perfect harmony. “But, eventually, I will have to.”

      “Do you?” Little by little, I melted into Ben. His heartbeat was calm and in beat with the music.

      He didn’t answer, instead, he rested his cheek on my head and wrapped one arm around my shoulders, securing me against him, as if he was worried I’d slip out of his grasp.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” a shrill girly voice tore us from our moment followed by a nervous giggle.

      Ben dropped his hands before I even had a chance to get startled. His angelic reflexes, combined with his superhuman speed, made sure I stumbled into thin air when I tried to pull away from him.

      “I didn’t know you were up here,” the short, red-haired girl apologized.

      She had frozen in the doorway, glancing back and forth between the couch and Ben and me.

      “Never mind,” Ben chuckled at her horrified expression.

      “That’s mine,” she pointed at the couch and tiptoed around us to quickly retrieve the lonely purse from the black leather. “Please ignore I am here. I’ll be gone in a second,” she kept talking as she hurried back to the door, “Again, I’m sorry,” and closed it behind her.

      Ben and I looked at each other and then simultaneously burst into laughter.

      “That was awkward.” I was laughing from nervousness as much as from amusement. There wasn’t one reason in the world to be embarrassed by that stranger. She neither knew my history nor did she know how I was struggling to not let my weakness get the better of me. And still, the fact alone that she had witnessed our closeness, even if nothing had really happened, made me feel so guilty.

      “Don’t worry about her,” Ben reassured me. “She feels worse about walking in on us than both of us together.”

      “There wasn’t much to walk in on,” I tried to keep a straight face and stopped laughing. “We danced.”

      Ben’s grin disappeared. “I will remember it differently,” he said and stepped toward me, his hand reaching out to grab mine.

      I wasn’t entirely convinced it was a good idea to pick up where we’d left off, so I pulled back my hand before our skin touched.

      “We should go back, find the others.” My feet had already started walking toward the door, executing my intention before it had made its way to the front of my consciousness.

      Without another objection, Ben followed my lead and we soon were mingling back with the crowd. People were carrying paper-dishes loaded with food.

      “The barbecue must be ready,” Ben commented. “Are you hungry?”

      I wasn’t really hungry, but, grateful that he was still playing his role despite my rejection just now, I nodded and pointed at the door to the garden. “Let’s get something. Greg and the others are probably out there.”

      “Okay.”

      We swam through the sea of happy faces, waving at one or the other classmate and watching their ecstatic smiles. They all were practically in heaven—out of high school. They were free.

      When we made it through the door, a nice breeze greeted us. Small groups of people were standing in flocks or sitting on the short-cropped lawn, chatting and eating. It was less crowded and more relaxed here than it was inside the house.

      The sun had set and the square garden was tinted in a grayish light that made everything look like an ink drawing. Warm lights came from the windows and were enveloping the garden into an orange glow. When I turned my head to the side to study Ben’s features, I found him staring straight ahead with a cold glare. Instinctively, I followed his eyes and my heart almost stopped.

      A familiar figure was standing on the other end of the garden with a group of boys who had graduated with me.

      “What is she doing here?” I whispered, unable to look away.

      Ben seemed as petrified as I was. It took him a long second to respond and when he did, his tone had hardened and turned ice-cold. “This can’t be a coincidence.”

      We both stood like statues, watching Maureen’s black-haired head turn until she was staring right back at us. With a sweet smile that was scarier to me than any vicious grimace, she slowly walked toward us in her black heels.

      If I could have been any stiller, I would. I practically stopped breathing.

      “This is bad,” Ben was the first to unfreeze. His hand darted out to grab mine. He seemed ready to run—or teleport.

      “If this isn’t my favorite punching-ball, and his pet-human,” Maureen’s girlish voice greeted us when she was only a couple of feet away. It had taken her less than one sentence to humiliate us. She was referring to the blow Ben had taken for me. “You two are an item now?” Her eyes shot down to our interlinked hands with a sneer and back to me as she came to a halt too close to us to feel natural. “I always thought you were a sucker for the dark-haired one.”

      How I despised her. “The one who refused you not just once, but even after you’ve had your demon-claws sunk into him? Is that who you are talking about?” I couldn’t control my anger. “The one who has chosen me over you twice, even after you practically brainwashed him to kill me?” Ben was tugging on my hand trying to calm me. “That the one?”

      Maureen’s friendly mask slipped for a second and revealed the diabolical face that I remembered. She straightened her black lace dress with a deliberate move of her hands and pinned a bizarre smile back onto her lips.

      “We should leave,” Ben urged in a whisper. He was looking around. People hadn’t noticed our altercation, they were too focused on their own happiness to take notice of this little incident.

      A waterfall of bluish-black hair slid over Maureen’s delicate shoulder as she balanced her weight toward me on two slender legs. “I should have killed you when I had the chance.” Her thin fingers were lifted in front of her, pointing at my throat as if she was admiring my necklace, at least that’s what it would look like from the outside, but it was obvious to the three of us, that she was threatening to use her demon-powers right there, in front of them all, and silence me forever.

      Ben pulled me behind him and shielded me with one arm, the other one flexed and ready to shoot up and defend himself. He was right. It was time to get out of here before things escalated.

      “Oh, don’t worry, Romeo,” Maureen chirped and lowered her hand gracefully. “Volpert put me on a leash. I can’t hurt you. Not today. I am just a messenger.”

      Volpert. My mind went blank with fear. So he had survived. We could finally stop guessing.

      Ben’s tensed posture didn’t change. “What’s the message?” he demanded, his voice so low and icy that my blood froze in my veins at the sound of it. He was impressive and frightening when he was like this and I was glad he was on my side.

      “I am afraid you won’t like it.” She pulled up an apologetic look that made me fear the worst. “Enjoy your last days on earth,” she said in her girlish tone, “Volpert will be coming for you and your dear sister very soon and this time it won’t be the quick and easy death he had planned for you before. This time he has something a little more sophisticated in mind.” Her eyes flashed in anticipation. “When he is done with you, not even Romeo here will recognize you.”

      Had I been petrified with fear before, now all parts of my system were set on flight. The only thing holding me back was the knowledge that there really was nowhere we could run. Volpert was coming and he would stop at nothing to get to Sophie and me.

      Maureen tossed her hair back over her shoulder and danced away like nothing had just happened.

      “See you around, Claire,” she called over her shoulder and waved like she was parting from an old friend. “Say hi to Sophie for me.” And she stalked off through the door and disappeared in the crowd.

      Ben stayed alert and didn’t relax for another minute until it was clear that she was gone. Then he swirled around and pulled me into the shadow of the nearby trees, out of view from most of the party guests.

      I peeked around nervously, making sure nobody had paid attention to what had just happened. No one seemed to be aware enough of us to have noticed. I hadn’t seen my friends out here so that was one thing we didn’t need to worry about.

      “Are you okay?” Ben asked, concern clouding the blue of his eyes. His hand was still clutching mine.

      “That creature—” I didn’t even know who I meant. Within the same moment, I wanted to scream in anger at the lady-demon and cry from fear that Volpert was alive.

      “I know.” He led my hand up against his face and pressed it against his cheek. “Your hand is ice-cold.”

      As he was mentioning it, I realized that I was shivering. It wasn’t from a cold that was coming from outside. It was a freezing sensation on the inside.

      “Your skin is ashen.” Ben’s other hand grabbed my arm. “You need to sit down or you’re going to faint.”

      I was feeling a little dizzy and my mouth was getting drier with every second as I was probably going into shock. “I need something to drink.”

      With a quick, strong movement, he pushed me into a sitting position and leaned me against the tree. “Don’t move,” he instructed with an expression of sincere worry, and he walked away so quickly I couldn’t make out single steps.

      The grass underneath me was soft and I welcomed the support the tree provided to my back. With a groan of consternation, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. In my head, I counted to ten before I reopened them and looked right at Greg who was crouching above me, face full of concern.

      “Are you alright?” he asked, obviously unsure what to make of what he had found.

      “I am,” I bobbed my head and pulled my knees against my chest, so my skirt would be covering my legs and warm me up a little. “Just tired from the day.

      “You look sick,” he commented on my facial color.

      For a moment or two, I weighed the option of fighting his statement but found that right now the path of least resistance was the best to take. “I know,” I agreed and earned a nod from Greg. “I should probably eat something.”

      Greg pointed over his shoulder. “Steak’s ready.”

      “Would you mind getting me something, Greg?” This was maybe the last favor I would ever ask him. Volpert was getting ready to attack, I would be lucky to be around another week or two.

      Greg jumped to his feet without another question and rushed to the grill. It took him a minute to fetch me something and when he knelt down next to me holding out a small plate with delicious-looking meat and a bit of salad, I felt suddenly overly grateful that he’d been part of my life for these past couple of years.

      “Thank you, Greg,” I said, my voice heavy with the unexpected emotion. I meant to say, thank you for being in my life, thank you for being there when I was a wreck. Thank you for believing in me. “I appreciate all you have done for me. Amber is really lucky to have you,” was what made it out of my mouth.

      He smiled. “I am the lucky one,” he said and handed me the plate.

      “Yeah,” I sighed. “Amber is amazing.”

      “One of a kind,” Greg added with a laugh.

      It was the perfect medicine to the shock of running into Maureen. The normal, happy lives my friends were leading. Lydia and Richard. They would probably get married one day. And Greg and Amber, the most perfect couple Aurora High had ever seen. As I was just beginning to feel a little better, I spotted Ben jogging toward us.

      “Hey,” he crouched down next to Greg and held out a bottle of water. “Sorry it took me so long.”

      He glanced sideways at Greg, his face unreadable for a second, then a grateful expression spread on his features. “Thanks man, she really needed some food in her system.”

      “No worries,” Greg grinned. “I am happy to help out.” And then to me, “You already got some color back in your cheeks.”

      “The steak is awesome,” I managed another smile.

      “Do you need anything else?” he asked me, but Ben answered.

      “I’ve got it covered. Thanks, Greg.”

      “I’ll head back to the grill, then.” He got to his feet and brushed dirt off his pants. “The others are probably wondering where I am.”

      “Thanks again,” I called after him as he was already walking away.

      I closed my eyes again and held the cool bottle against my forehead.

      “I’m sorry it took me so long.” Ben sat down next to me, his arm against my side.

      “It’s okay,” I told him. “I am still here.”

      “You are.” His tone was back to the distressed texture it had had before he’d left. “I wonder how much longer we have.” With those words, he rested his cheek against my head and breathed a kiss on my hair.
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      “Time to get out of here.” Ben jumped to his feet unexpectedly after a couple of minutes. “I called Mom and Dad and let them know that they need to have a closer watch on Sophie.”

      “Thanks.” I blinked at him, unwilling to return to the cruel reality that was lying ahead. He was holding out his hand to help me up.

      “Come on,” he pushed, “we need to get going.”

      Placing my hand back into his, I unfolded from the ground and got to my feet clumsily.

      “Okay,” I straightened out my clothes and eyed him curiously. “What’s the plan?”

      We started walking back to the house and made our way through the dancing crowd again. I spotted Richard and Lydia on the other side of the room, jumping and shaking with the music. They wouldn’t miss me if I just snuck out without saying goodbye.

      “I’ll take you right home,” Ben announced as we got into the car a minute later.

      “Are you sure? Sophie will notice if I come home early.” Anything that would make Sophie suspicious of the situation was bad.

      “If we have the two of you in the same place, it’s easier to protect you. When we are together, we are stronger,” Ben explained why he was right.

      “Okay, then,” I gave in, “but you can’t come inside.” If I brought Ben home with me, Sophie wouldn’t be as suspicious about me coming home early—there would be an obvious reason, but I didn’t want her to think in that direction. Actually, I forbade myself to think in that direction, either.

      Ben was driving in silence. Whether he was perceiving my mixed emotions or not, I couldn’t tell.

      “Who is protecting Adam?” another thought sprang to my mind. He was all alone at the Gallagers’ house. “Do you think they will come for him, too?”

      I stared out the window into the now gray skies and the city lights that were rushing past us.

      “Adam is stronger than all of us combined,” Ben said quietly. It seemed, me bringing up his half-brother wasn’t exactly what he had been hoping for. “There is no reason to worry about him.”

      This was a relief. At least one thing I could cross off the list.

      We were almost home when Ben pulled into a dim driveway and stopped the car.

      “What are you doing, Ben?”

      “Sophie shouldn’t notice that you are coming home early, right?” His voice was husky.

      “How does stopping in our neighbor’s driveway help with that?” I quizzed, intentionally avoiding looking at him for fear I would read the answer in his eyes.

      “We are safe here,” he explained. “My parents are within reach if we need support. I can teleport to them without needing to worry about being caught.”

      He sounded logical.

      “We can stay here and talk until you find it’s a reasonable time to be home, and I’ll drive you up the two blocks and make sure you get inside safely.”

      “And after that?” I almost didn’t dare ask.

      “I’ll join Mom and Dad out there and keep watch until Jaden is back.”

      “We can’t leave Sophie alone ever again.” I shuddered at the thought of what danger she was in without even knowing. She needed the strongest guardian angel there is. Another thing I needed to talk to Jaden about.

      “How much longer do you think we have before they come for us?” Finding it safe to look at him, I turned my head and learned differently. Ben’s eyes were burning into mine with a subtle silvery glow and the butterflies in my stomach started moving.

      “It doesn’t matter how long,” he said and smiled, “it will never be long enough.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He shut his eyelids and the glow disappeared under his lashes. I studied his face as he rested his head against the seat. He looked so young and yet like he had the experience of multiple lifetimes. His blonde hair was shorter. He must have cut it recently. The slight crease between his brows told me he was thinking about something that displeased him and made him anxious, but I didn’t have the courage to ask what it was.

      Then a hint of a smile touched his lips, shaping the soft texture of his skin into a happier line.

      “You,” he suddenly said, his voice low and velvet. “It will never be enough time with you.”

      His eyes stayed closed and I was glad not to have to face his stare as I was taking in his words.

      “I am dying anyway,” I spoke what had been bothering me for the past couple of days.

      Now his eyes popped open, the glow gone and a question mark on his features.

      “You—your whole family—you are all immortal,” I said in frustration. “I don’t understand why Volpert even bothers killing me. I’ll be dead soon enough anyway. I am human. There is no way in this world I won’t die.”

      Ouch! Speaking the words hurt way more than thinking about how little difference it made. A wet layer blurred my vision and I bit back tears. I had learned to control my emotional outbursts well enough to not become a waterfall right now. It was bad enough the way it was and I didn’t need Ben to pity me. It wasn’t his fault he was going to live forever.

      “Claire,” Ben said tenderly, “my sweet, mortal Claire.” He reached out one hand and traced his fingers across my cheek where my tears would normally be running.

      I leaned my face into his palm, not even thinking what I was doing, and he put his second hand on my other cheek and held my face between his fingers, forcing me to look at him.

      “Don’t be afraid.” His fingertips were so gentle on my skin and his eyes were back to glowing softly. “The shadows hold no power over your light.” His words were just a whisper. And then he leaned in and placed a kiss on my lips.

      It happened so fast, I couldn’t even try to prevent it. And my body reacted without delay. The butterflies were racing through my stomach at full speed, leaving little room for any other sensation.

      He waited for a second, his face an inch from mine before he kissed me again. Instinctively my mouth reacted and started moving with his. My hands slowly moved onto his arms and I pulled myself a little closer against him. He didn’t stop or push me away, he had no reason to. There was no risk he could accidentally crave my soul. He was perfectly safe.

      The way he kissed me, fearless and undoubting, made all the difference. While one hand was still laying lightly on my cheek, the second one reached under my hair on my neck, pulling me closer and securing my face against his. I felt how he was switching off all thoughts and gave himself over to the moment as his breath came more quickly and his lips were moving away from my mouth and toward my throat.

      For a brief moment, I considered doing the same, give up control and let the chips fall where they may, but then a pair of pale-green eyes was glowing from the bottom of my conscience.

      I tore out of his grasp and stared at him in horror, the way I should be staring at myself.

      Ben’s head was still where I had left him. He was looking up at me with an unchanged expression, his mouth hanging open like he was waiting for me to return to his arms.

      “What are we doing?” I asked myself more than him. “This isn’t right.”

      I watched him as he slowly straightened up in the half-light and his gaze became a mixture of apologetic and hurt. “I am sorry,” he murmured as the hurt emotion became more and more pronounced in his features. “I guess I misread the signs.”

      “What signs?” What was he talking about?

      “We both know there is more than just friendship here between us,” he stated what we all knew, just now there was frustration adding into his voice, “and I thought it was time that I acted on it.”

      I swallowed and sat back. What was going on?

      My face must have held an expression of shock and surprise to a degree that it was overcompensating for the entire evening because he had to grin involuntarily.

      “We both know you love Adam,” he said, the grin fading again. “You probably always will. But what if he never learns to control himself?”

      I wasn’t sure I liked where this was headed.

      “How long will you wait for him? How much of your human life will you waste?”

      The air between us had suddenly turned cold despite the warm evening.

      “You think I am wasting my time believing in your brother?”

      Ben lowered his gaze and took a deep breath as if to clear his head.

      “No, of course not.” He sat back in his seat and turned his head to face me. “I believe in him, too. He is doing his best, and he is doing great—in normal interaction. We just don’t know how far we can push him. You can push him,” he corrected himself. “If you have a remotely similar effect on his emotions the way you do on mine, I can imagine it will only be a matter of time before he can’t resist you any longer.”

      “If we never try, we will never know,” I said stubbornly.

      “True,” Ben gave me that. “But if he lets down his guard even once and gets involved the way I just did,” his eyes became solid steel and I shivered at his gaze, “you’ll be dead.”

      He was right, and he knew it. There was no point in arguing. He was right with all of it. What he hadn’t taken into consideration, though, was that it wasn’t really about whether Adam was good or evil. It was about me having feelings for Ben independently from that.

      He had given me a lot to think about and I needed distance in order to sort my feelings. And my thoughts.

      “It’s time for me to go home,” I said and turned to open the door.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Ben shot at me, disbelief in his eyes.

      “It’s only two blocks,” I explained, “I think I’ll walk. I need some fresh air.”

      “But I’m supposed to make sure you get home safely.” He argued a little helplessly.

      “You can walk with me,” I reassured him that he would be able to keep his promise, “let’s just not talk about all of this anymore.”

      “If that’s what you want.” Ben was at my door the moment he had finished speaking and opened it for me, holding out a hand.

      I got out without taking it. Tonight I had experienced first-hand where too much familiarity with Ben would lead me and, despite the feelings I had for him, how much pain it would inflict on all three of us if I continued down that path.

      Ben would get hurt the moment I would drop him for Adam. Adam would get hurt when I betrayed him like that, and I would get hurt double, once for each Gallager brother whose heart I would break.

      We walked in silence for a couple of minutes. The streetlights had lit up and replaced the graying night with soft brightness when we stopped in front of my house.

      “Thank you, Ben.” I pulled out my keys and lifted my foot to walk up the stairs when his hand held me back by my shoulder.

      “I am sorry if I offended you,” he said, his voice full of remorse, “or if I doubted the sincerity of your love for my brother.”

      “There is honestly no reason, Ben,” I dismissed his apology, knowing that it had been as much my fault as his that we had ended up where we had ended up. If I could only make up my mind—

      “I’ll go join the others.” He let his hand slide along my arm from my shoulder to my hand, which he pulled to his face and kissed. “Sleep well tonight. I know I will. Plenty of beautiful memories to dream about.” He let go of my hand and turned to walk away.

      “Ben?”

      “Yes?” he glanced over his shoulder.

      “Be safe out there.” I couldn’t voice what was truly on my mind. That I was anxious for him to stay instead of being exposed to whatever danger was lurking out there in the city. That I would dream about him, too.

      He simply nodded and walked away.

      It took me a long minute to focus and stop staring at the empty spot where he had been standing, but when I finally made it, a different type of anxiety overcame me: what would I tell Adam? He surely would feel that there was something wrong. He, too, could read my emotions, and he would find guilt and confusion when he next laid eyes on me.

      With a sigh, I unlocked the door and walked back into my mundane home, with my sister’s watchful eyes to notice how early it was to return home from a party on graduation day.

      “You’re home early.” There it was, as I had expected. “Is everything alright?”

      She gave me a measuring look as I walked into the living room and dropped onto the couch beside her.

      “Sure,” I nodded and looked at the TV, feigning curiosity. “What’s on?”

      “This,” she pointed at the screen, “is the age of streaming services. A whole evening of historical romances without commercial breaks.”

      I smiled. “Can I join you for the next?” Distraction might be exactly what I needed.

      “Of course.” She handed me a chocolate bar and scooted over so I had more space to sit. “Oh, and while you’re here, you can tell me what happened at the party.”

      Why was I surprised that she didn’t let it go? I should have gone straight to bed and avoided any conversations, but that would have been even more suspicious.

      “The party was great. Amber and Greg are the cutest couple, and Lydia and—” I stopped mid-sentence. Richard was Ian’s brother. Mentioning him might hurt Sophie.

      “Richard,” she completed my thought. “You can say it. It doesn’t bother me.”

      I was glad to hear that.

      “In fact,” she continued, “I talked to Ian today. You know, just arranging for him to pick up his stuff and drop off what I left at his place.”

      She sounded normal talking about Ian. That was good. She really seemed okay with the breakup.

      “That’s nice. When is he coming by?”

      “Tomorrow morning. Will you be here, too?”

      “I’ll be at the Gallagers’,” I automatically said and bit my tongue. Now the spotlight was back on me.

      “So, if the party was great, there is only one thing that could have happened,” she guessed. “The company was bad.”

      “Not at all,” I answered, again too quickly, and the way her face lit up with curiosity made it clear that she was guessing right this time.

      “The company was too good?”

      I nodded. What was the point in hiding things from her? She would eventually learn about everything. I could give her parts of the truth now so the shock wouldn’t be too big when the time came.

      “What happened?” she muted the TV and crossed her legs, preparing for a long conversation.

      “Ben and I kissed.” I got it out so I wouldn’t have to think again if it was the right thing to confide in her. Telling her about Ben and how guilty I felt about kissing him was part of the truth. She didn’t need to know that it wasn’t guilt for having betrayed Adam’s memory, but for actually having cheated on him.

      Her moss-green eyes popped and looked at me like she was watching a good movie. “Where?”

      “In his car. We were already on the way back.” My answer hopefully wouldn’t raise more questions about why we’d left early. That was something that belonged to when the time came.

      “Oh my God,” she hooted, “you kissed.” Her mouth was stretched into a grin so wide it seemed to reach from one ear to the other.

      “We did.”

      “He is gorgeous,” she admitted she had noticed, the same way any other girl would have.

      “He is,” I confirmed again.

      “Why are you home so early, then?” There it was. It wouldn’t be enough to say it happened, she would need details. A part of me was counting on it. It would prepare me for what I would have to go through tomorrow with Adam.

      “Something about it just didn’t feel right.” I was surprised by how easily my answers were coming. “Because I still love Adam.”

      “I know you do.” The way she said it was so similar to how Ben had said it, only she was thinking that Adam was dead.

      A deep sadness spread inside of me. Did Ben actually still think Adam, the way he’d been before he’d been killed, was gone forever? Did he think that I loved a memory?

      “It’s okay to find someone new,” she encouraged me, probably mistaking my sadness for grief.

      “But he’s Adam’s brother,” it broke out of me. Dead or not, I couldn’t have chosen worse. If it at least were someone outside the Gallager family. Someone who he’d never seen in his life—

      “Love chooses without regards for rules and conventions.” Sophie looked me in the eye for a long moment. “I can see how torn you are right now. You have feelings for the one but are denying yourself to act on them out of respect for something that has long passed.”

      I gulped. Was she right? Were they all? Was I holding on to something that would never return, even now that Adam was alive?

      “You need chocolate.” She grabbed the bar from my hand and unwrapped it for me before she put it back between my fingers. “Take a bite.”

      Unthinking, I led the chocolate bar to my mouth and bit off a chunk. It melted on my tongue and spread the taste of sugar and cocoa, reminding me that the last thing I had tasted before was Ben’s lips.

      “Better?” Sophie tore me from my thoughts.

      “Tastes good.” I wasn’t entirely sure if I was talking about the chocolate, but Sophie didn’t need to know.

      “You deserve to be happy,” she said with a smile that reminded me more of that of a mother than a sister. “And you should get some sleep. You look positively exhausted.”

      “It’s been a long day.” I agreed, grateful that she was offering me a way out. “I’ll take a shower and go to bed.”

      “Time heals all wounds.” She hugged me. “If Ben is smart, he’ll wait until you’re healed.”

      When had she become so wise? I hugged her back before I got to my feet, “Thanks, Sophie,” and headed up the stairs.

      The shower was a welcome distraction from my rotating thoughts, the heat of the water washing away Ben’s perfume, the wet rinsing off the sensation of his hands on my face. I lost myself there for a moment, enveloped in the water and the steam, and didn’t dive out of it until I heard Sophie’s footsteps outside.

      “Just throwing in a bunch of fresh laundry!” she called and there was the thud of a heap of clothes hitting the blankets on my bed.

      “Thanks!” I turned off the shower and dried myself off quickly. The exhaustion of the day was getting apparent now that the tension had been washed off, and I dragged myself to bed.

      I shifted aside the mountain of laundry and climbed under the covers, not even bothering to close the window, and slipped into a dreamless sleep.

      

      Waking up to a flood of memories, some of them nice, some of them scary, some of them shameful, made it hard to open my eyes and face reality.

      It was my first day of freedom. Wasn’t I supposed to feel happy? Excited? On the contrary, I found a cloud of depression hanging heavily in the room when I finally got my eyelids to open.

      The memory shouting most loudly was the one of Maureen. The demon girl had made it clear that Sophie and I had an expiration date. Ben had informed Jenna and Chris right away the night before. They had probably discussed everything overnight, while I had been sleeping the sleep of a traitor—the memory of kissing Ben had pushed into the foreground and guilt and shame were mixing into the uncomfortable feeling of having a huge target on my back. I swallowed the lump that had formed in my throat and put on a neutral face while slipping out of the covers.

      “Good morning,” a voice greeted me from the corner of the room.

      I jumped and almost fell back into bed. Jaden was standing beside the window, his face almost as startled as I felt.

      “Sorry,” he apologized.

      “My heart just stopped,” I coughed, catching my breath.

      Jaden slowly walked over to sit beside me on the bed. “You look positively confused,” he commented on my emotional state.

      “Aren’t you observant,” I said darkly, dreading the talk I now would have to have with him, too. If I started with Maureen, we would probably get caught in that topic and I wouldn’t even have to mention Ben and—

      “How was the party?” Jaden asked before I could finish my thought.

      “Can I get dressed first, please?” I bought myself some time.

      He nodded and gestured at the heap of clothes that was still sitting at the end of my bed.

      I dived into it, pulled out a pair of jeans and a random shirt, and rolled off the bed to head to the bathroom.

      The small, tiled room seemed to have become my sanctuary lately. It was the one place where I could drown out my mind for a couple of minutes. Right now I needed the opposite. I needed to make sure Jaden had all the information he needed to be prepared for the demons without finding out about Ben and me. I just didn’t have it in me to discuss that topic at the moment.

      I slipped into the jeans while I brushed my teeth, washed my face with cold water and pulled my hair up into a ponytail. The shirt I had picked had a layer of tiny beige lace-blossoms on a white fabric and spaghetti straps. With a glance in the mirror, I opened the door and went to inform Jaden about the dangers ahead.

      He was still sitting on my bed and had started folding the laundry. It was a strange picture, the immortal guardian taking care of such ordinary tasks. It felt wrong.

      Following my impulse, I took a towel from his hands and took over the folding. Keeping my hands busy would help me make it through the conversation.

      “So,” he looked up at me with a golden look, “the party. How was it?”

      “The party itself was okay.” I laid down the towel and picked up a sock, searching for the second half of the pair while speaking. “We didn’t stay too long.”

      “Why?” Jaden’s eyes demanded a truthful answer.

      “Have you spoken to the Gallagers since yesterday?” I asked cautiously, wanting to find out if I was the first to tell the story.

      “I haven’t,” he said calmly, “should I?”

      “No,” I responded, too quick to sound casual.

      He raised one eyebrow. “I am perceiving a mixture of feelings from you right now. Would you please fill me in on what is going on?”

      I listened to myself for a second, trying to figure out which emotion was most prominent at the moment. Fear. That was good. It was the fear of being caught lying about Ben, but Jaden wouldn’t know the difference. All he would read was fear. I just needed to remind myself of the many other reasons I had to be afraid, and guilt and shame would retreat into the darkest corner of my mind for a while.

      “Volpert is alive,” I voiced the reason most prominent above all else.

      Jaden froze for a second, his soft, golden gaze becoming hard and cold and his mouth twitching ever so slightly before he jumped to his feet.

      “How do you know?” he asked while rushing to stand beside me like there was a bullet coming right at me. He almost knocked the second sock out of my hands as he stopped with his arms protectively shielding me from a danger that wasn’t physically present.

      I bent down to pick up the sock. “Maureen showed up at the party.”

      “What?”

      I was surprised Jaden didn’t crush me with his arms. He was now hugging me like he could become a layer of protection himself.

      “That’s why you left early?” he asked, his chin hitting my head as he turned his face toward me.

      “Yes.” He didn’t need to know the other reason.

      “She didn’t attack you, did she?” his voice was rising in pitch as he seemed to panic. “You aren’t hurt? I could never forgive myself if I failed to protect you.”

      “Relax, Jaden.” I pulled out of the cage his arms were shaping around me and folded the socks. “She had a message to deliver.”

      “What message?” His eyes were moving back and forth between my face and my hands. He was probably wondering why I was so calm.

      “Volpert is alive. He’ll be coming for Sophie and me soon. He has a painful death planned for us,” I repeated a loose interpretation of Maureen’s words. “Unlike before, where he simply wanted us dead, now he wants to see us suffer.”

      I watched horror rise in Jaden’s features with every word I was saying.

      “How soon?” he asked quietly.

      “She didn’t say.” I held out the pair of socks to him. “Please put these in the drawer for me.”

      Jaden mechanically took the socks from me and teleported to stow them away and back to my side.

      It was surprisingly easy to stay cool. Apparently, I had gotten so used to mortal peril that I had gotten all but immune to the thought of pain and death coming my way. Was that a reason to worry?

      After a second of pondering, I decided it wasn’t. The better I could focus on what needed to be done, the better my chances of finding a way to stop Volpert. This time it was even more personal than before. This time it involved Sophie. A clear head was what was desperately needed.

      “Ben informed Jenna and Chris.” They were probably still out there making sure that no dark creature got within reach of us. “We’ll probably need to fill in Adam, though.” I involuntarily coughed at his name, the guilt attempting to rock the calm surface from beneath. I didn’t let it. Not yet.

      “Okay,” Jaden nodded, “you can do that when you visit there, right?”

      “Aren’t you coming with me?” Now the fear had managed what the guilt couldn’t do. I was getting incoherent with anxiety.  Was my guardian angel honestly going to leave my side after it was clear that my days were numbered?

      His golden eyes gleamed at me with pity. “I am so sorry, Claire.” He hugged me with one arm and patted my head like he was comforting a little child. “I know I promised to be there for you. But at the moment, what gives me the best shot at achieving my goal is to keep the Council up-to-date. I’ll need to discuss the new developments with them. They might want to take action themselves.”

      “Please, when you go there,” I pleaded, “make sure you get the best guardian angel you’ve got assigned to Sophie.”

      The situation had gotten worse for all of us. Sophie was the only one oblivious to the danger and therefore needed even better protection than the rest of us.

      “I’ll see what I can do.” Jaden let go of me and stepped back. “Shall we head over to see the others?”

      “I thought you couldn’t come.” I wondered aloud.

      “I can’t,” he confirmed. “I’ll just drive with you to make sure you arrive safely.”

      “You could teleport me,” I suggested.

      He shook his head. “Sophie would notice. You’re not alone in this house anymore. You need to keep up the appearance until Sophie knows everything.”

      He was right. But wasn’t this a reason to tell her earlier rather than later? I pondered pushing this question at Jaden but figured that I’d rather keep Sophie in the dark as long as possible. Maybe we could find a way to get rid of Volpert without involving her at all. That would keep her safe.

      “Driving it is,” I agreed and lifted the stack of folded towels to put it in the bathroom.

      “I’ll be waiting in your car,” Jaden said and vanished for a moment and popped up again right in front of me, almost pushing me over. “Hurry, please.” He smiled. “I’m sure the Gallagers have something in the fridge for you.” And he disappeared.

      I took a deep breath, put away the laundry, grabbed my bag from my desk, and threw in an extra shirt and underwear—who knew if the Gallagers would let me leave the house after it was clear how bad the situation was—and headed down the stairs.

      “You’re up early,” Sophie surprised me on the way out.

      “Yeah, running late,” I justified my exit.

      “No breakfast?” She eyed me suspiciously.

      “Gallagers are preparing brunch.” I was already tying my sneakers when Sophie suddenly stood beside me.

      “Say hi to Ben for me,” she grinned.

      “Very funny.” I felt bad about leaving her alone. “I hope everything goes well with Ian.”

      “I’m sure it will.”

      “See you,” I got to my feet, hugged her, rushed out, and closed the door behind me.

      Jaden was sitting in the passenger seat of my car, waiting with obvious impatience for me to cross the driveway and get in.

      “What took you so long?” he requested with anxious eyes.

      “This was long?” I wondered. “I ran into Sophie.”

      “Every timespan is long when both our fates depend on it.” Jaden looked out the windshield and pointed at the street, “Please,” indicating that I should start driving.

      I drove faster than I normally would, anxious to discuss the situation with Chris and Jenna, and then took my foot off the gas pedal the moment I realized I would have to face both Gallager brothers—if luck wasn’t on my side—at the same time, in the same room. That was a thing I was definitely not looking forward to. But their house was already coming into view and I couldn’t prolong it anymore.
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      The front door was open as I rang the bell.

      “Come in,” Jenna called from somewhere inside the house.

      With reluctant, small steps, I walked into the entrance hall, hoping to be spared the emotional strain of having to face Adam and Ben right away. If I had it my way, I would first talk to Adam, to explain my side of what had happened, and then to Ben.

      “Hi,” Jenna had appeared on the top of the stairs. “Breakfast is ready on the kitchen table,” she said, vanished, and reappeared at the bottom of the stairs, a couple of steps away from me. “Jaden checked in earlier, announcing you’d drop by.”

      Her face was warm and friendly, just a little bit of concern was visible under the layer of beauty. The perfection of her features, even as her face was mildly lined the way a mid-forties face would be, was unquestionable. It made me think. If I had to grow old and die, I wanted to look as stunning as Jenna when I was her age and have her ability to love, and Liz’ spirit and confidence, then growing old might actually be fun. With the right person at your side, which in my case was out of the question.

      They would never grow old the way I would. They might do it for me, out of courtesy, deliberately change their age the way only angels could, but eventually, they would return to their youth, and I would wither away. Given that either of them would even consider spending a human life-span with me after last night.

      “You alright, honey?” Jenna studied my face as I was going through my own personal hell.

      “Getting there,” I answered and pushed back the emotions. Slowly, but surely, I was getting better at self-control.

      “Shall we?” She threw her arm around me and pulled me toward the kitchen, not even waiting for my response. “Ben told us what happened.”

      My heart picked up pace at the mention of Ben’s name. What had he told them exactly? `What had happened’ as in Maureen or as in the kiss? Would they despise me for my immoral actions? For the pain I was inflicting on both of their sons?

      “Good morning, Claire.” Chris had entered the kitchen from the other side, meeting us at the table.

      “Hi,” was all I got out. Had I just patted myself on the back for improved self-control?

      The table was loaded with a bread basket, a tray of jams, and a butter-dish, next to a coffee-pot and a jar of orange juice.

      “I hope you’re hungry,” Chris said as he gestured for me to sit down and pushed a plate toward me and sat down across the table himself.

      “Thanks,” I nodded and reached for the coffee-pot. I needed to structure my mind and put aside the worry for what they would think of me. Whatever they knew, they knew. There were no secrets in the Gallager house—not anymore.

      “So, what did Ben say?” I asked, trying to sound casual as I poured myself a cup of coffee.

      “Well,” Chris took the pot from my hand after I was done, “he told us about your little incident.” His face was unreadable, as was Jenna’s when I turned to see if she had already damned me for my actions.

      There it was. My guilty conscience was calling from the back of my mind. “I am sorry,” I started, “If I had known what would happen, I’d never have asked Ben.” I was ready to admit everything.

      “It’s not your fault,” Jenna interrupted before I could go into detail. She was leaning against the kitchen counter, a glass of juice in her hands. “Actually, it’s good he was there with you.”

      “Who knows what the cruel demon would have done if he hadn’t.” Chris shook his head at the thought, unwilling to even imagine the possibility.

      I gulped in some air in relief. They were talking about Maureen after all. And for all I could tell from the way they had been addressing the topic, they didn’t seem to know what else had happened.

      “It was pretty scary,” I agreed, “and Ben did a great job.” If it hadn’t been for him I might have scratched out the demon’s eyes. That’s how upset she’d made me.

      “You can always rely on Ben,” Jenna noted. “He’s the strongest of us. And he is unbelievably good.”

      Not just at protecting me, I thought to myself and remembered the kiss. Now that it was clear that they didn’t know, my mind felt safe to roam the memories of last night more freely. “He is.”

      “And he did well, calling us right away and letting us know to keep a closer eye on Sophie,” Chris added. “Who knows what those vicious creatures have been up to. It wouldn’t surprise me if they were planning to take you down separately.”

      Sophie! She was alone at home. Jenna and Chris were here. Jaden had gone wherever it was he was going when he met the Council of Elders.

      “Where’s Ben?” I asked, hoping to hear that he was around to watch Sophie.

      “He’s near your house,” Jenna confirmed and sipped from her juice.

      I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes. Clearly, Ben could be relied on. Despite my rejections, my uncertainty, and hesitation when it came to the two of us, he was still there for me when I needed him, even when I wasn’t aware of it. He was there all the same.

      “Have you told Adam?” I asked cautiously, drinking from my coffee cup.

      Chris and Jenna exchanged a meaningful look before they nodded in unison.

      “How did he take it?” Volpert’s return and Maureen’s open threat must have had an effect on him. Volpert had brainwashed him to hate me and Maureen had taken advantage of his amnesia and pushed him to believe that he was in love with her. Besides that, Adam and Maureen had dated a long time ago, before he had met me.

      “He is concerned,” Jenna answered slowly.

      “About what specifically?” There were too many things to be concerned about.

      Jenna looked at Chris as if asking for permission to share what she was about to say. He sighed and blinked.

      “What is it?” The longer I waited, the worse my imagination of the withheld information became.

      “She might as well know,” he eventually said to Jenna and nodded in understanding.

      Jenna walked over and sat down next to Chris. She set her glass on the table and looked at me with soft brown eyes.

      “Adam is worried Volpert will use techniques on you that even an immortal with a pure soul can hardly withstand.”

      “What do you mean?” I didn’t understand. I had endured demon’s torture before when they had tried to tear Adam’s mark from my soul. I had suffered and wished I were dead, but I had endured and survived. Fair enough, I had to admit that without Jaden’s help I would have never made it out of there. He had saved me like so many times before—and after.

      “Maybe you should talk about this with him directly,” Chris suggested. “He has been asking to see you, anyway.”

      I nodded, my stomach jolting in apprehension from the multiple topics I now had to cover with Adam.

      “Is there anything we can do about the whole situation?” I asked, hoping to hear something positive.

      Jenna took my hand. “I know this is hard for you,” she said, voice full of compassion, “you’d probably like us to have a sophisticated plan to hunt down the demons, but right now—unless Jaden comes up with a better idea—the best thing we can do is prepare and wait.”

      Prepare and wait. She was right, I didn’t like the idea of waiting. Preparing was a whole other thing. “What can we do to prepare?”

      Chris looked at Jenna as if asking if he could take over. She inclined her head once and he spoke, “You should really talk to Adam first.”

      Alright. If that was the first step to gearing up for a demon attack, I would face Adam now. I was everything but ready, but got to my feet anyway. “See you in a bit, I guess.”

      “Take your time,” Jenna smiled and let go of my hand. “We’ll be down here, ready to continue this conversation when you are done.”

      “Thanks.” I returned her smile and headed out of the kitchen.

      My stomach twisted when I reached the stairs and anxious nausea had taken over by the time I was standing at Adam’s door.

      “Come in,” his velvet voice said before I knocked on the old wood. I followed his call.

      “Hey, Claire.” Adam watched me enter the room with vivid eyes. His mood seemed to be better than normal, despite the news about Volpert and his clan.

      “Hi.” I stopped at a safe distance, not wanting to ruin his unusual lightheartedness.

      “Please, come in.” He sat down on the beige couch and gestured for me to come closer. “How has your day been?”

      I had gotten up early, folded laundry, and then headed over here to talk things over with the whole family.

      “Uneventful,” I spoke truthfully, fully aware that this conversation would undoubtedly lead to how the party had been.

      Did I really want Adam to know what had happened? Yes and no, I decided. A part of me wanted to childishly rub it in his face what his distance and caution had brought him, and the other part wanted to protect him, spare his feelings. I was undecided. And tired.

      And then there was the other news. Maureen. Her appearance at Greg’s house. If she had access there, how easily would she get through to us? She hadn’t attacked, Volpert had ordered her not to, but that made it only more suspicious. It was more like he wanted us to know he was out there and unpredictable. Maureen’s cold, vicious, beautiful face flashed before my inner eye and I shuddered.

      “Chris and Jenna said I should come see you,” I chose the straightforward route, bypassing whatever would happen if I brought up Ben first.

      “They did, didn’t they?” he chuckled darkly.

      I watched him from a distance, too chicken to join him, and nodded.

      “They said you were concerned Volpert would use certain methods on my sister and me.” I put it in neutral words, leaving the interpretation open to his thoughts.

      Adam’s slightly cheerful mood disappeared before I had finished my sentence.

      “You’re getting straight to the point.” Why was there some sort of accusation in his voice?

      I eyed him curiously. What was going on?

      “It would be good for you if you sat down,” he repeated his gesture and patted the couch.

      This time I followed his invitation, unsure where this conversation would lead us, especially when there wasn’t the usual spacial buffer between us.

      “So, what is it? Do I need to worry?” I tried to sound casual, like I could beat Volpert and his methods by pure ignorance. Of course, I couldn’t.

      “I haven’t told you much about my time with the demons so far,” Adam looked up from under his black lashes, his green eyes sparkling with something I hadn’t seen there before.

      “Yes,” I automatically confirmed. “Why is that?”

      He had shared only very little about Volpert and the others. Just that they had taken him in like family and taken care of him when he hadn’t been able to remember who he was. At that time he  had been manipulated and used.

      “Because I wanted to spare you the details of that world.” He shifted a little further away from me until he wasn’t within arm’s reach anymore. “So far it seems it hasn’t been necessary, but today, I can’t see any other option but to tell you the truth.”

      His cryptic words began to worry me. What truth? I waited, impatiently staring at him until he finally looked away and leaned over, resting his elbows on his knees.

      “I am not remotely as good as you give me credit for,” he said quietly. “If you had any idea of the things I’ve done—and enjoyed doing, which is even worse—you wouldn’t be sitting here with me.”

      My heart almost froze at his troubled face. “Whatever it is, Adam, it can’t be that bad,” I tried to encourage him.

      “You have no idea.” My words had the exact opposite effect. His expression became gloomier by the second.

      “After I woke up without a memory, they took me in, made sure I understood what I was, and how my powers worked. They seemed like they wanted to help me.”

      What he was saying wasn’t new. I breathed in and out, waiting for the information that would finally turn me against him, like he had said.

      “At first, they showed me how to feed, how to stay undetected by humans, the variety of powers I had. It was the basic lessons I needed in order to survive. The next step was to test my powers. They gave me tasks. Incapacitate other demons, just to see how strong I was,” he laughed without humor. “I was naive not to see it immediately. They were testing how strong of a weapon I was.”

      “You couldn’t remember who you were,” I consoled him. “You didn’t have any point of reference about what was right or wrong—”

      “Don’t excuse my actions,” he interrupted harshly. “You have no idea where this story is headed, and I don’t want you to say anything you will regret once you know everything.”

      I bit my lip, taken aback by the sudden force of his voice.

      “Soon I became a fixed part of Volpert’s team. Maureen and I would incapacitate captives while Blackbird would work on them.”

      “Who’s Blackbird?” I asked quietly.

      Adam looked up and half-smiled at my weak voice. “You are already scared, aren’t you?”

      I shook my head stubbornly. We would see about that once he was finished with his story.

      “Blackbird is Volpert’s most trusted servant. He is the strongest in Volpert’s team—at least he used to be, until I came along—and his most cruel tool.” A flash of green crossed his eyes. “With every time we took care of someone for Volpert, they would bring me in a bit closer to the center of the action. First I would be allowed to suck the residual energy of the ones they had worked on, after everything was already over.  The next time I was given a task of lending Blackbird my energy in order to take down a specifically strong opponent.”

      “What do you mean, took care of?” Did I really want to know the answer? It didn’t matter. I had to. Adam was finally talking to me, and I needed to hear it all, no matter how bad it was.

      He gave me a black look. “Torture.”

      The word hung in the air for a second.

      “In the beginning, I had minor tasks, but soon I became the one tool Volpert had always dreamed of. Strong and ferocious, with the ability to feel the emotions my victims felt. It gave me the possibility to drive his games to an extent that he hadn’t been able before. Whatever Volpert needed, I got it for him. No matter how difficult the case was.”

      Goosebumps rose on my arms. I had experienced demon torture and knew exactly what it meant.

      Adam watched my expression, naturally knowing the anguish I was feeling at the memory.

      “What you lived through,” he responded to my emotions and what he knew must be connected to them, “is nothing compared to what I have done countless times.”

      It couldn’t get worse than that, could it?

      “Imagine what I have done to you, just a thousand times worse, and without an end. You would have gone mad from agony before you would have died.”

      When Adam had tried to rip my soul from me in the graveyard on Volpert’s command, it had been bad, but I had felt that it was directed toward a clean end. I would have slipped away and the pain would have been over.

      “You stopped,” I argued. He had found a reason not to kill me back then—or to torture me.

      Adam shook his head, dismissing my comment. “It doesn’t matter what I didn’t do, it matters what I did. And what I did is unforgivable.”

      His head sank and his black hair slid down, hiding his face. “I tortured not only humans, and other demons who had upset Volpert.”

      How much worse could it be?

      “I laid hands on an angel. The most innocent creature. Volpert had no case with him other than that he belonged to the opponent side of the eternal war. That alone was enough to inflict endless suffering on him. But this isn’t the worst.” He suddenly looked up, his pale-green eyes full of craving. “I enjoyed it.”

      A cold shiver ran down my back.

      “The more they suffered, the higher their adrenaline level was, the tastier of a meal they provided.”

      He studied my face, eyes flaring with longing. “Yes, Claire, that’s who I am. Pure evil. And ever since I remember who I am, since I remember love and right and wrong—” He looked at me, his eyes suddenly flat and expressionless, and straightened up a little, his hands resting in his lap. “My urges, my hunger, my demonic nature, all of it is fighting the spark of good the memory of you has set free inside of me... I am a prisoner in my own uncontrollable body, Claire, and I can’t see a way to ever defeat it completely.”

      I was staring at him, mouth open. Not because of the unspeakable things he had done—he hadn’t been himself back then, nobody could hold him accountable for it. It was because of how much he was suffering. He wasn’t only fighting his cravings, he was also suffering because he so desperately wanted to be good, and above chastising himself, he couldn’t see anymore how virtuous he was.

      He looked vulnerable, the strong beyond our knowledge demon, the one who was probably subject of a prophecy, the one whose love will save us all. “Good or bad is not who we are, Adam, it’s who we decide to be.”

      He was fighting and that was all that mattered to me. Ever since the moment he’d remembered, he’d been fighting.

      “You realize that if Volpert gets you, you will experience first hand what I have just explained to you?”

      “I do.”

      “You are so calm,” he noted and wiped strands of black hair out of his face.

      “Is that a bad thing?” I was glad I understood him better now. Whether Volpert would get me or not, this was a milestone for us—honesty. And a rush of guilt washed up. I had yet to share my own secret with him. But was now the right time?

      “Not really.” He seemed to ponder for a moment. “But it’s a good foundation for our next topic. It’s crucial that you hear me out before you say anything.” He gave me a warning look. “Can you do that?”

      “I think I can,” I confirmed tentatively.

      “Ben dropped by earlier this morning.” He held up a finger, sensing my urge to interrupt. “He shared with me what happened at the party, and now I am not speaking about Maureen and her message.”

      The calm I’d felt a minute ago was evaporating promptly. He knew.

      “Adam, I’m so sorry,” I couldn’t hold back the words. “It meant nothing.”

      “Hear me out,” he stopped me. “Ben told me that you kissed, he told me about how conflicted you both are, and how much you mean to him.”

      I listened and sank more deeply into the ground with every word he spoke.

      “Don’t think I haven’t noticed how you light up when Ben is in the room with you,” he made a sound of indifference but his eyes showed clearly how difficult it was for him to say this. “You are happy when you are with him.”

      “I am happy when I am with you,” I objected, but he dismissed my words with a flick of his hand.

      “It would be so easy for you to be together. He can protect you, Claire, he would give his life for you, he has proven that. There is no better man for you than my little brother.”

      I stared at him incredulously. “You are giving me permission?”

      “If it’s what’s best for you,” he shrugged but his face wasn’t as nonchalant.

      I had thought about ways to apologize for what had happened between Ben and me and wanted to make it up to him, but the direction our conversation had taken and the path he had chosen for our relationship hurt more than I had expected. He hadn’t even given me the opportunity to make my case.

      “Who says I need your permission?” the hurt Claire spoke from deep inside of me. “I am here with you every day, trying everything I can to convince you we can be together. I keep risking my life every moment I am near you because I believe we have a chance.” I leaned back on the couch and folded my hands across my chest defensively. “But I get it now. You’d rather I’d fall in love with your little brother. It would make everything easier for you, wouldn’t it?” my voice was heavy with sarcasm.

      Adam watched my emotional outburst with calm and sad eyes “Don’t think it doesn’t pain me every moment of my damned existence that he is better for you than I am.” he turned away so I couldn’t see his face anymore, “That he can be close to you the way I’ll never be able to. He is good and pure. Unlike me.”

      “No, Adam,” I got to my feet, afraid to be torn apart from the emotions in the room if I didn’t move. “Unlike you, I am willing to fight for us. Unlike you, I know that I need to choose, and I know how I was going to choose. Your story won’t scare me away and Ben’s kiss,” my hands were flying through the air, gesturing wildly, “it meant nothing. Not to me. At least not the way it did to him.”

      As I was speaking the words, I knew it was true. At least the last thing. The kiss probably hadn’t meant the same to me as it had to Ben. It was too easy to detach myself from the thought of him when he wasn’t in the same room. I was beginning to wonder why that was.

      “Have it your way.” I stormed out of the room without another look at Adam.
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      What had just happened? As I was rushing down the stairs, it dawned on me that my uncontrolled emotions might have cost me my chance to win back Adam’s trust. But I couldn’t help it, something was going on with me. I was going from my inner zen to suddenly being in turmoil. It was like I wasn’t me.

      I had gone up there with the intention to find out what Adam had to say and to tell him about Ben and tell him that it didn’t change anything about the way I felt for him. How had I ended up running out of the room?

      “Claire?” Jenna’s voice called me from the parlor.

      I swallowed down the upcoming tears bravely and answered. “Coming.”

      Jenna was sitting on the brocade sofa, her hands folded in her lap, alone. I wondered where Chris had gone. Hadn’t they promised both of them would be there when I returned?

      As she gestured me to sit down, her expression made it clear she had heard every word spoken upstairs. There was no need for me to pretend or play it down.

      “I’m so sorry, Jenna.” For some reason, I felt the urge to apologize to her. If Adam wouldn’t hear it, at least I could tell someone. “I didn’t mean for this to happen,” I sat down on a chair beside her, “any of it.”

      “I know.” She sighed and eyed me, worry deepening the lines on her face.

      “Ben,” I couldn’t stop myself, “he and I... it was nothing.” I knew that by hurting Ben, I hurt Jenna too. He was her son, his suffering was hers, that’s how it worked with parents. I remembered how my parents had always felt for both of us when we’d had problems, no matter how tiny they’d been compared to what was going on here. I wondered what they would have had to say to me. Would they have understood my course of action? Would they have encouraged me to break away from Adam? Choose safety instead of passion?

      “Ben is old enough to make his own decisions,” Jenna said without a grudge. “Also to make his own mistakes.”  She smiled, full of understanding.

      “He told you.” From the way she accepted things, it was clear she knew more than what she had just heard spoken between Adam and me.

      “He told us last night.” Her smile spread a little wider. “I understand that he has feelings for you, and Adam is right, Ben would be good for you—just as Adam is.”

      She spoke so kindly, I couldn’t possibly deserve it.

      “You got caught between two young men, Claire, both of them wonderful people. Just one of them happens to have issues with controlling his desire to kill us all.”

      I shrank back into my chair as she so unexpectedly named the truth.

      “Adam is fighting his urges well. But to be in a relationship with someone who could accidentally kill you is dangerous.”

      “I trust he can control himself,” I threw in with the same stubbornness I had shown Adam.

      “He can, most of the time,” Jenna said sternly. “Ben, on the other hand, doesn’t even need to think about controlling himself. He can be himself without worrying about harming you.”

      “Are you saying Ben is better for me than Adam?” I couldn’t believe this was happening.

      Jenna shook her head. “No. Don’t get me wrong. I am not saying either of them is better for you, or worse.” She smiled motherly. “The only thing I am saying is that it might be healthier for Adam if he didn’t have to doubt himself every time he is close to you.”

      My mouth fell open. I hadn’t looked at it from this perspective, selfish creature that I was. All I had been thinking about was how I didn’t want to lose Adam. I hadn’t for a moment considered the pain I was inflicting on him when he had to deny himself his nature just to be close to me. And it was more difficult with me, because we wanted to be close to each other.

      “He thinks worse of himself than would be necessary because every single moment you are together he is putting himself to a test he doesn’t need to go through.” It was becoming clearer with every sentence of her explanation—she was worried about the pain Adam was going through, and the even worse pain he would be experiencing if he couldn’t control himself.

      “I don’t know if I am strong enough to let him go,” I admitted, sheepish.

      “I know,” Jenna nodded. “And I am not saying you should. Who knows what would happen to him if you did. He might give up on himself completely.” Her shoulders sank from the burden she was carrying.

      “I’ll be there for both of them,” I reassured her, “one way or the other.”

      “Thank you.” Jenna reached out a hand and squeezed one of mine once. “You are a special girl, Claire. They are both lucky to have you in their lives.” She smiled. “We all are.”

      I was just returning her smile when the opening of the front door startled us both.

      “Good day, Mrs. Gallager, Ms. Gabriel,” Geoffrey greeted us from the threshold.

      We both froze. I had completely forgotten the family butler. His absence—vacation—had left us all free to act and move inside the Gallager estate. It had been the one place Adam was able to show himself. But Geoffrey didn’t know about the family secret. He was oblivious to the supernaturals under this very roof.

      “Welcome back, Geoffrey,” Jenna found her countenance first. “How was the trip?”

      I glanced at her and attempted to mirror her demeanor, but I was too busy running through all the possible scenarios of what could go wrong. Geoffrey could see Adam. Adam could kill Geoffrey. Ben or Chris or even Jaden could teleport in and be seen. Someone had to warn them.

      “Pleasant, thank you, Ma’am,” Geoffrey smiled politely.

      “Your nephew is well, I hope?” Jenna played her role perfectly.

      “He is very well, Ma’am,” Geoffrey’s professional expression slipped for a moment and he broke into a wide grin. “He’s becoming a father in a couple of months.”

      “That’s wonderful news.” Jenna walked over and shook the butler’s hand. “Congratulations.”

      “Thanks, Ma’am.”

      “Congratulations,” I repeated.

      He looked at me happily for a moment. “Will Miss Gabriel stay for lunch?”

      “Actually, I was heading out just now,” I took the opportunity to excuse myself. It was time to get out of there and sort my mind. I couldn’t go back to talk to Adam at the moment, and I surely wasn’t ready to face Ben.

      “Will Master Christian and Master Benedict be joining you, Ma’am?” Geoffrey addressed Jenna.

      “They will.”

      Geoffrey bowed slightly and retreated.

      Jenna’s mask fell and a horrified expression replaced it. “I need to go make sure Adam doesn’t do anything rash,” she whispered. “You call Chris and tell him Geoffrey is back.”

      “Sure,” I pulled the phone out of my bag and dialed on my way to the front door. “I’ll see you soon.” I called over my shoulder.

      “I’ll be in touch,” Jenna replied as she rushed past me and up the stairs at a pace that was too slow to pass as supernatural, but too fast to be natural pace.

      “Hello, Claire,” Chris’ voice buzzed through the speaker.

      “Jenna asked me to call,” I skipped all unnecessary information. “Geoffrey is back. Don’t teleport in. Use a human mode of transportation.”

      There was a moment of silence before he spoke, alarmed. “Thanks for the warning. Is Jenna home with Adam?”

      “She’s making sure he is okay.”

      “Good.” He paused for another moment and I heard talking in the background. Ben’s voice. “Are you still there?”

      “Yes, but I’m heading out now. Jenna is expecting both of you at home for lunch. At least that’s what she told Geoffrey.”

      “You are driving alone?” he asked with disapproval.

      What other option did I have? Jaden was still gone, Jenna was busy, Chris and Ben were guarding Sophie. “I guess so.”

      “Get in the car and don’t move,” Chris ordered and hung up.

      I dropped the phone from my ear and looked at the display for a second before I stowed it in my bag, then opened the car and slid in. Hopefully, Chris wouldn’t send Ben. I really didn’t have it in me to face him right now.

      It didn’t take long until Chris popped up next to me. I jumped and then took a deep breath in relief it wasn’t Ben.

      “Let’s go,” he urged. “We have limited time.”

      His tense tone made me nervous. “What’s wrong?” Besides the obvious. I hit the gas pedal and drove, again too fast, into the streets of Aurora.

      “There was a little complication,” he glanced at me from the side, struggling to decide whether or not to let me in on the secret while I was behind the wheel.

      “Complication?” I stopped at a red light.

      Chris seemed to have come to the conclusion it was safe to tell me. “Someone tried to get into your house this morning.”

      “What?” I looked at him with horror. There was a violent beep behind me, reminding me that the light had turned green. “Okay,” I yelled at the driver, “I am going,” and sped home, now definitely at a speed that was more than risky.

      “Is Sophie ok?” I almost didn’t dare to ask.

      Chris hesitated for a moment.

      “Whatever it is, Chris, tell me.”

      “Sophie is fine,” he said slowly.

      “Chris,” I warned him.

      “There was a young man there with her when the intruder made it into the house.”

      “Ian,” I gasped.

      “He was severely injured trying to fight off the guy.”

      “Where is he now?” I didn’t even want to think it.

      “We took him to the hospital,” he said. “Sophie is with him. Ben is nearby.”

      I took the next turn and changed course for the hospital. Chris didn’t object. He knew I would want to be with my sister.

      “Demons?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

      Chris confirmed with a bob of his head.

      “How many?”

      “Just one.”

      “Anyone we know?”

      “No, he was a new face,” Chris shook his head. “But he was definitely one of Volpert’s clan. I saw the necklace. The same pendant.”

      My memory pulled out an image of the silver ornament.

      “Will Ian be okay?” It was the one question I had been most anxious to ask, but also the one I had been most afraid to hear the answer to.

      “We don’t know.”

      Silence was thickening the air in the car. I lowered the window to be able to breathe and took the last turn to the hospital.

      The wide, yellowish building stood solid and terrifying, seemingly staring back at us from its long, dark window-rows. I parked the car in the first free spot I found and ran inside without looking back to see if Chris was coming or not.

      “Sophie?” I called as I rushed toward the waiting room of the ER and spotted her standing at the corner to the hallway.

      “Claire.” She turned around and faced me, face ashen and eyes red from crying.

      I only stopped when I had pulled her into a tight hug. “Chris told me what happened.”

      “It was pure coincidence Ben and I were driving past when the ambulance arrived,” Chris spoke from behind me.

      So that was their charade. They had been driving by, seen the ambulance, and checked in what had happened. Of course, they’d been there before, making sure they’d get rid of the demon. But then Ian had gotten in the way...

      “How is he?” I asked as I stepped back to stand beside Chris.

      Sophie clenched her hands. “He is still in surgery. They won’t tell me how it is going.”

      “He was stabbed by a knife,” Chris filled in the gaps Sophie left out. “He lost a lot of blood.”

      “He came by and dropped off my stuff, as planned,” she explained. “and then stayed for a cup of coffee and we talked a little. He was just about to leave when we heard the noise in the living room.

      “At first, I thought you’d come back early, but then I saw him.” She looked at me blankly. “Claire, I was so scared. He was dressed completely in black and he had a knife and he was coming at me. And then Ian jumped in and pulled me to the side.” She started crying again.

      “What do you think he wanted?” Chris asked, cautious.

      “I have no idea. The police were here and asked the same question. I already told them everything I know. I hope they find the guy.”

      “I am glad you didn’t get hurt.” I wrapped my arm around her shoulder. “You look horrible. Have you eaten anything?”

      “No,” she leaned into my arm. “Actually, I am still a little nauseous.”

      “Let’s sit down.” I led her past some waiting people to a row of chairs on the side of the waiting area.

      A nurse in purple scrubs rushed past us.

      “Excuse me,” I called after her. “We have a question concerning a patient who was admitted here this morning.”

      She stopped and smiled. “I am in a hurry, kid.”

      “Please, my sister has been waiting for news, but nobody will tell her,” I tried.

      She sighed and stopped. “Name?”

      “Ian Paul Walters,” I shot and was surprised I had remembered his middle name.

      “Let me see what I can do.” She turned and walked away.

      Sophie had sat down with Chris in the only two free chairs. Both were staring at me.

      “What did she say?” They asked at almost the exact same time.

      “She’ll look into it.”

      “That’s more than the last one said she’d do,” Sophie acknowledged.

      Chris stood up. “I need to call my wife and let her know I’ll be late for lunch. This might take a while.”

      “You don’t have to stay, Chris,” Sophie said, touched by the fact that he was still there with us. “You’ve done so much already.”

      “You don’t honestly think I’ll leave you alone in this emergency.” Chris was almost upset Sophie could assume someone would do that. He knew me, but he didn’t know Sophie well enough to understand how much she had gone through since our parents’ death. She was used to carrying others through miseries, not being the one to lean on others. That time was long past.

      “Thank you,” I answered for her and gave Chris a smile of gratitude. I knew he was going to stay here for both of us, to make sure we were safe.

      He pulled out his phone and disappeared into the hall.

      When I looked at Sophie, she had sagged against the wall behind her.

      “Sophie?” I touched her forehead and she opened her eyes.

      “I just need to rest my eyes for a moment,” she closed them again and without warning bent over forward and vomited on the floor.

      The woman next to us pulled her bag away from us, obviously worried about it being soiled.

      “Sophie?” she was pale-white but looked up at me. “Help!” I called. “We need help here.”

      A male nurse came running. “Oh dear,” he looked at us both. “Food poisoning?”

      He grabbed Sophie’s arm on one side. “Come with me.”

      I grabbed her other arm and together we helped her up and escorted her to a small examination room on the side.

      “How are you feeling, dear?” he asked, raising his thick eyebrows. “Still nauseous?”

      “A little,” Sophie answered weakly. I didn’t leave her side.

      “Stay here,” he ordered. “Lay down.” He handed me an emesis basin. “In case she needs to throw up again. I’ll be back in a minute. Just need to find someone to clean up the mess.”

      “I am sorry.”

      “There is no need to apologize,” I stopped her before she could even start feeling bad about this.

      I helped her lay back on the examination bed.

      Chris came in with the nurse.  “He says he is with you?”

      “Come in, Chris,” I waved him over.

      “Sorry you have to see this,” Sophie apologized again.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he smiled fatherly and sat down on a chair in the corner. “The other nurse said she’d be back in a couple of minutes with news about Ian. I told her you’re in here, so she’ll know where to find you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Did Ian and you make up?” I asked to kill time.

      Sophie smiled weakly. “If you mean we are back together, no, we’re not. I told you, we are at different stages of our lives. We want different things. But we had a wonderful conversation and he’ll remain my good friend.”

      “That’s nice to hear.” I stared at the white wall. How I wished I could say the same about Adam—or Ben. I didn’t know where I stood with either of them.

      “There you are,” the first nurse popped in her head. “I have information about Mr. Walters.”

      All of us straightened up, prepared for the worst. The male nurse stood behind Sophie, hand on her shoulder.

      “He is out of surgery and he’s alive.”

      I felt Sophie’s gasp behind me and closed my eyes for a second to take in what the nurse had just said.

      “Don’t start celebrating just yet,” she said dryly. “He’s just alive. We don’t know if he’ll survive the night. I am sorry I can’t tell you anything more positive.”

      There it was. The nightmare began.

      “The doctors will speak with the family about details later. His mother and brother arrived a couple of minutes ago.”

      Sophie slid to her feet shakily. I got to her side and supported her.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” The nurse with the thick eyebrows stopped us before we could move. “You just vomited all over the floor and almost fainted,” he said, “you aren’t going anywhere before I make sure you are okay.”

      With a groan, Sophie sat down. Chris and I waited patiently while the nurse ran some tests.

      “Results will be back soon,” he announced and left the room with a couple of vials and boxes.

      “I am alright,” Sophie finally said after the nurse was gone. “Let’s find Ian’s mom and Richard.”

      She stood up, her feet more stable this time, and led the way out the room. Chris and I followed and we found Richard right where Sophie had been standing when we had arrived.

      “Richard,” Sophie said and stepped toward him. “I am so sorry.”

      He hugged her. “Good to see you. He’s out of surgery. The doctor said he is doing considerably well, but he is far from stable.”

      “I know, the nurse told us.” Sophie looked better, her face not as white as before.

      “Hi, Richard,” I gave him a hug. Chris shook his hand and introduced himself.

      “Mom is getting us something to eat,” Richard explained her absence. “She says if she is going to stay here all day and night, she needs something in her stomach.”

      “Did they say when we can see him?” Sophie asked. Richard shook his head.

      We sat down together and waited, each of us caught in our own train of thoughts. It’s a difficult task, waiting. Being passive and watching something happening without being able to do anything about it. It was the status I’d unfortunately gotten used to in my life. Always waiting for things to happen, for others to protect me, others who were fighting my battles, because I wasn’t strong and immortal.

      A loud beeping noise tore us all from our apathy. The nurse with the eyebrows was running with a tall doctor toward the ICU.

      “Ian’s in there,” Richard said, alarmed.

      We all jumped to our feet like we were synchronized and hurried in the direction of the noise.

      “You can’t go in there,” another doctor told us as she squeezed herself in through the door and closed it behind her. The curtains were drawn shut at the window so we were left standing and waiting again—but not for long this time.

      Within a matter of minutes, the doctor returned, wearing a serious expression. I knew what she was going to say before the words were out.

      “We did everything we could,” she said with a low monotone voice, “but we couldn’t save him.”

      I grabbed Sophie to support her. Everything went so fast, I couldn’t keep up with it. But eventually, Sophie walked in that room and said goodbye to Ian. He had sacrificed himself to protect her from something so evil he had never stood a chance against it. Sophie didn’t know, neither did Richard.

      I waited for her in the hall, Chris holding my shoulder supportively.

      “I wish I could tell her the truth,” I said in frustration.

      “Not yet,” Chris answered and sighed. “We need to wait for Jaden and his news before we can make any decision.”

      I nodded obediently, but my heart was screaming for transparency. Sophie needed to know what was going on around her and she needed to know soon. If I had to keep up the charade for another week, I couldn’t promise I would stay sane.

      It was late afternoon when Sophie was suddenly standing there.

      “We can leave.” She had quietly walked up to us. Richard and his mother were still with Ian.

      I hugged her as she bravely held back tears. They had broken up, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t meant anything to her. They had known each other for a long time, and love knows many different faces.

      We had started walking down the white corridor toward the exit, when the thick-browed nurse came running after us.

      “Miss Gabriel!” he called.

      Both Sophie and I turned our heads.

      “I need to talk to you.” He caught up with us at the door.

      “Is it really necessary?” Sophie asked wryly. “We’ve had a long day and I am not feeling well.”

      “Miss Gabriel, you’ll want to know this,” the nurse urged.

      “Alright then.”

      “Your lab results came back earlier,” he said nervously. “The reason you’ve been nauseous—you are pregnant.”

      

      Chris had dropped us off at home. He was nearby with Ben, screening the area and watching over us.

      Sophie was sitting on the sofa, still in shock, her hands resting on her stomach.

      “How couldn’t I have noticed?” She stared at me incredulously. “I’m a med student for heaven’s sake.”

      I shook my head, unable to process all the things that had happened in one day. “You need to see an obstetrician.”

      “It’s Ian’s.” She started crying again. “The reason we broke up was because he wanted a family and I wasn’t ready.” Her hands flung up to her face. “And now I am pregnant and he is dead. How is this fair?”

      “I wish I could say something to make you feel better,” was all I could squeeze out. My mind had taken a different route. If Sophie was pregnant, it meant that the demons were going to kill not only my sister, but also my unborn niece or nephew, another innocent life.

      Where was Jaden? It was time Sophie learned about the threats looming over her. If he didn’t turn up soon I would call the shots and tell her. We needed to protect her more directly, no charades.

      “He didn’t deserve to die,” she sobbed quietly. “He was too young. I loved him. We wouldn’t have grown old together, but he was one of the people who had been there for me since Mom and Dad died.”

      “I know.” I took a deep breath. How much more misery could this family take? I got to my feet and slowly walked to the kitchen to make Sophie some hot tea. There was a bowl of cookies sitting on the table from breakfast. I grabbed that, too and carried both to the living room.

      “Here,” I handed her the cup and a cookie. “You need some fluids and some sugar in your system.”

      She looked up, her face a mixture of gratitude and revulsion. “I never wanted for this to happen. We took all precautions, we were being safe.”

      “I know,” I repeated. “Even if you were, there are things that are meant to be. They just happen.”

      “I’ll have to bring up a child I never wanted without a father,” she cried.

      “I’ll be here for you, taking care of both of you,” I promised with a smile.

      Sophie’s face mirrored my expression. “Thank you, Claire.”

      “We are sisters,” I said, “we need to stick together.”

      We had talked over Ian’s death more than once on the way back in the car. Sophie felt guilty that he had been there when the intruder had attacked. Chris and I had both talked her out of any guilty conscience she could possibly have developed. He had been there by choice. It was an unlucky coincidence that the demon had attacked right when Ian had been there.

      Another thought struck me. Was destroying the people we loved part of Volpert’s plan to make us suffer? Had the demon waited for Ian to arrive before he attacked? I couldn’t share that thought with Chris right away, and it was unthinkable to share it with Sophie.

      I watched Sophie eat the cookie. She was pregnant. She didn’t show, yet, but there was something about the way she was clutching her belly that made it clear that, even if she had never thought to have kids, this child was special already.

      “What would Mom and Dad have said?” she asked between two sips of tea.

      “I wish I knew.’’
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      The funeral was three days later. Of course, I was accompanying my sister to say her last goodbye to her unborn child’s father. It was a larger event than Lucas Baker’s funeral. It seemed the whole city was there. Countless friends, classmates, and people who wanted to support the family on this difficult path. I had spotted Lydia next to Richard. She was dressed in a plain black dress, following him like a supportive shadow.

      “My condolences.” I shook Ian’s mother’s hand and went to stand in the crowd. Sophie followed shortly after she hugged her for a moment.

      Sophie had said she wanted to disappear. She wasn’t technically close to Ian anymore. Who was she—not his girlfriend anymore, just a friend. We hadn’t told the Walters about her pregnancy. Sophie had asked me to keep it a secret, too—except for the Gallagers, as Chris already knew anyway.

      Jaden was standing somewhere among  the other attendees, watching over us. He had returned late the day Ian had died, bearing news from the Council. They wanted to meet Adam. A date hadn’t been set.

      When I had informed Jaden about the recent events, he had paced the room shaking his head in frustration.

      “They are assigning someone new to Sophie,” he had updated me. He hadn’t told me who it was, though. And it didn’t matter. It had to be  one of the best.

      “Can we tell Sophie now?” I had asked, hoping to get his blessing to fill my sister in, but he had told me that it wasn’t the right time. Not yet.

      Chris and Jenna had visited every day, bringing lunch, and checking in on us. That was the official version. In reality, they were around day and night, within reach, making sure no demon slipped past their attention.

      I hadn’t seen Ben, though. He seemed to have been avoiding me since the party and it bothered me more than it should have. Adam hadn’t gotten in touch either. I understood that after my last exit, I didn’t deserve a call from either of them, but I was still hoping to make it right with both of them somehow.

      “Can we leave?” Sophie whispered into my ear.

      “Are you feeling sick again?” I eyed her from the side. She was looking like she’d throw up any second. Instead of waiting for an answer, I grabbed her arm and slowly led her out of the graveyard.

      She sat down in the car, leaned back, and took a deep breath.

      “Better?” I crouched beside her in the open car door.

      “Mhm,” she nodded.

      “Do you want to go back?”

      “No.”

      I straightened up and caught Jaden’s eye. He had followed us to the gate and inclined his head now, letting me know he would be right behind us.

      So, we left the funeral early, leaving the sea of black-dressed people behind. Except for Jaden, who was following suit, driving at a safe distance. When I looked in the mirror at a traffic light, I spotted a second face next to his. Someone I had never seen in my life. A dark braid was resting on the man’s shoulder and he stared back at me. Was this Sophie’s guardian angel?

      When I parked in our driveway, Jaden’s car wasn’t anywhere to be seen. I helped Sophie into the house and brought her a glass of water.

      “Thanks.” She sat on the couch and put her legs up. “I hope this morning sickness will disappear soon. It’s more like an all-day sickness.”

      “I am sure it will,” I encouraged her. “The doctor said it will.”

      Our visit to the obstetrician the day before had been short and without any problems. She had told us the fetus was fine, it was developing well, and had shown us the heartbeat on an ultrasound. I had watched Sophie shed a tear of joy when she had laid eyes on the little, slightly over an inch long, being who was floating inside her womb. Then and there, I knew that she would be a great mother.

      We rested for a while, Sophie fighting nausea and me pondering what I could possibly do to make the situation easier for her. Besides the fact that Ian’s death had been a tragedy, Sophie’s pregnancy had given me hope that our family was meant to continue to exist somehow, after all. For the time being, knowing that Jaden was out there with the other guardian angel, as well as Chris, Jenna, and Ben, gave me some peace of mind concerning our own safety. What worried me a little was that I hadn’t heard how the situation with Adam and Geoffrey had been handled.

      It suddenly struck me like lightning.

      “Sophie,” I said and jumped up.

      She cringed into the couch, startled by my sudden energetic movement, and looked up with weary eyes.

      “There must be a box with our old baby stuff with Mom and Dad’s things.” There was a cluster of things we hadn’t gotten rid of sitting in a room which had been meant to be an office once. It was things we hadn’t been able to get rid of. Things with too many memories attached.

      Her face brightened a bit.

      “Would you like to go looking?” It was a weak attempt to get her to forget her loss for a couple of minutes.

      She sighed. “Why not?”

      We slowly walked upstairs together until we were at the door we rarely opened. Sophie pressed down the handle and opened a room filled with items of our past. There was Dad’s old desk, Mom’s jewelry box, and many, many books my parents had collected and read.

      “I’ll look over there,” Sophie pointed at a stack of boxes near the bookshelf.

      “I’ll take this side, then.” I walked to the other side of the room and grabbed a box which was sitting on top of the desk.

      It was filled with documents. Old insurance papers. I knew exactly what they all said. We had gone through those countless times after their death.

      “I haven’t read these in a long time,” Sophie held up a couple of books. It was Mom’s collection of Jane Austen novels. She smiled for a second.

      I set down the papers and made my way to the boxes sitting in front of the drawers. I lifted the lids. No baby stuff.

      “Do you remember where we put it?” I asked without looking at Sophie. My hands had pulled aside the boxes and were now roaming the bottom drawer.

      “No,” she said, the tone of her voice letting me guess she had opened a book and started reading.

      I shoved the empty, wooden panel back in and opened the top drawer. They hadn’t been opened in such a long time, I didn’t even remember if we had stored anything in there. The drawer slid out easily and I found an item I had never seen before.

      The box was of moderate size. Maybe a bit less wide than my old laptop and as high as a coffee mug. The layer of dust looked almost solid the way it was sitting on the carved ebony lid.

      A whoosh of air slipped over the front of the drawer and lifted the layer and made the particles dance before me in the sunlit room. I turned and saw Sophie stack books on the shelf beside me.

      “What did you find?” she asked over the spine of Sense and Sensibility.

      We hadn’t gone through our parents’ stuff since relocating to our house in Aurora. It felt strange to go through their things. Every piece held memories. Every piece—except for the box sitting right in front of me.

      “No idea.” My hands hesitated halfway when reaching into the drawer.

      With a quick gesture, Sophie set down the books and was at my side.

      “Let’s see it.” She peeked over my shoulder, intrigued all of a sudden, almost pushing me into the drawer.

      My fingers touched the black wood and brushed the dust away.

      “This is not from Mom’s or Dad’s office stuff,” Sophie spoke my thought.

      With careful hands, I lifted it out of the drawer. It wasn’t exactly heavy, at least not heavier than you would expect an item of that size to be.

      Sophie’s eyes followed me as I cautiously set it down between Mom’s scarfs and Dad’s briefcase. It looked as out of place in this messy room as a Ming vase would in a fast food restaurant.

      “Shall I open it?” My voice was unsteady. This was one item of our parents’ that we had never laid hands on, and it gave me the feeling that there was still something to discover about them. Maybe a message to us, maybe a letter...

      Sophie was staring at it with the same solemn eyes as I was.  “What do you think it is?” There was wonder in her voice as much as concern.

      “I honestly don’t know.” We were now standing side by side, looking at the piece of black wood as if it would open by pure willpower.

      “Okay,” Sophie eventually announced, “I think I am ready.” She extended a hand and flipped the lid open without any further ado.

      The first view of the contents revealed a China-blue silk fabric on top of yellowed paper.

      “Why haven’t we noticed this before?” I asked my sister without taking my eyes off the box and noticed her shaking her head from the edge of my vision.

      “I opened it,” she plainly said, “your turn.”

      I bent down to examine the blue silk up close.

      With a deep breath, I made contact and pulled the fabric out. It felt fragile and light as a feather in my hand. Before I could get too fascinated, my eyes fell on an envelope which had been sitting underneath the silken handkerchief.

      “Look at this,” Sophie fished it out before I could and held up the yellowed rectangle in front of our faces.

      She turned it over a couple of times. There was no address written on either front or back. It was a plain white envelope. The paper quality seemed better than the average piece you would buy in a store or mail office.

      I glanced at the box. It was empty now. All its secrets hidden in the letter Sophie was holding between her fingers.

      “Ready?” she asked and nodded as if she needed to encourage herself.

      This was a letter. That much was clear. My stomach made a nervous squirm at the thought that we might be actually holding a piece of our family history in our hands. We didn’t know too much about our heritage. Except, of course, what I had learned recently. We were descendants of the ominous bookkeeper who had killed Volpert’s father and therefore made us a target of the demon’s rage. Whether Volpert was gone or not, it was part of our history. Of course, Sophie was still in the dark. She wouldn’t learn before absolutely necessary, but the necessity was increasing by the day.

      I nodded. “Ready.”

      She reached into the envelope with her delicate fingers and carefully pulled out a piece of paper. I watched her unfold it impatiently, not noticing that I had been holding my breath until I took a gulp of air as she started reading out loud.

      “My dearest Agnes,” it read.

      This was addressed to my grandmother. I held my breath again, almost tearing the piece of paper from Sophie’s hands, bursting with curiosity. Our grandmother had become a stronger part of my life than I had ever thought possible. Jaden’s former infatuation with her had made her more tangible. When he was speaking of her it was always so tender and full of admiration.

      “This is so you never forget me. I love you. Forever.”

      Sophie held out the note to me. I grabbed it and turned it over and over. There was no name signed under the two handwritten lines.

      “Who is it from?”

      We looked at each other, both surprised and a little confused. What did this mean? Who was it from? My grandmother had loved only one man in her life—at least that was what she had always said. Was this our grandfather’s handwriting? Or was it someone else’s? Someone I had been trusting with my life day-in and day-out? Was this letter from Jaden? Horror struck me. Could it be...

      “Let me see.” I  ripped the envelope from Sophie’s hand.

      When I flipped it over, something small and solid slid out and fell to the floor. It rolled for a few seconds and eventually disappeared under the leg of the desk.

      “What was that?” Before Sophie could answer I had dived down under the desk and was already looking for the round, silver item. It was dark down here, the sunlight blocked from the rectangular space under the heavy wooden desk.

      “Did you find it?” Sophie was crouching behind me, trying to look over my shoulder.

      “Give me a second.” My fingers were searching the gap under the draws, and after what seemed like an eternity, touched something small and cold. I pinned it down and extracted it with the tip of my index finger.

      “What is it?” Sophie was getting audibly nervous.

      “If you let me crawl out, I might be able to tell you,” I let her know it was time to move out of the way.

      She shifted and I crept out on all fours, my hand securely clutching the item.

      I saw it was a ring when I opened my hand and held it out into the light between Sophie and me. Then, when I flipped it over, I froze. I recognized the ornate crest on the seal—a tree, a sword, and a flame. It was the same as in the ominous book in the library. The crest of the bookkeeper.

      “Are you alright?” Sophie tore me from my petrification.

      I nodded.

      “This must be from our grandfather.” She took the ring from my hand and held it up to examine it. “Do you think he was something?”

      “What do you mean?” Her question startled me. Something. What should he have been?

      “A nobleman? Who else has a family crest like this?” She tried on the ring.

      “Good question.” I took her hand into mine, looking at the ring more closely. It was a little loose on her middle finger and the burgundy inlay made a nice contrast with her fair skin. I couldn’t let her know that I knew exactly what this was—proof that our family truly was connected to the bookkeeper. Constance Thompson, our great-great-grandmother had even carried the bookkeeper’s name.

      The ring on Sophie’s finger presented a mystery I couldn’t solve immediately. Our grandmother had descended from the Thompson family. Why had the seal-ring then been a gift to Gran from our grandfather?

      “Claire?” Sophie pulled her hand out of mine and got to her feet. I followed her lead and stood.

      “You should wear it,” I said as I returned from my thoughts and stuffed the note back into the envelope before I pocketed it. “Shall we continue looking for baby stuff?” It was probably the best idea for now, distract her from anything connected to our ancestry, or what it meant for the shortening of our expected life-span. I needed to talk to Jaden.

      We kept digging until we found a small box filled with our first baby clothes, tiny socks, some toys, nothing too fancy, but it was something from our childhood to pass on to the next generation. I was carrying it to the living room when my phone buzzed. I set my load down on the table and checked the display. It was Adam. My heart fluttered at the unexpected call.

      “Who is it?” Sophie asked from the couch where she had already settled in and started pulling out a white and gray blanket.

      “The Gallagers,” I generalized the caller to the family name and rushed toward the stairs. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      Before I had reached the top of the staircase, I answered. “Hello?”

      “Claire,” his voice trickled into my ear. “Can you talk?”

      “One second,” I whispered and darted into my room, closed the door behind me, and settled down on my bed. “Adam. What’s up?’

      He hadn’t called me once since his return from the dead. I was surprised his phone number was still valid. Technically he didn’t exist on this planet. Naturally, I couldn’t keep my cool when, after all the difficulties of our last conversation, he suddenly wanted to talk to me.

      “I heard what happened with Sophie,” he said slowly as if testing the waters.

      “Yes, it’s a tragedy,” I immediately followed his direction. “The whole reason they broke up was that she wasn’t ready to have a family. And now he’s dead.”

      “I am sorry.” Adam’s voice was full of compassion for my sister. It was a tone I hadn’t heard from him in a while. “How are you and your sister?”

      “We are both going back and forth between shock about Ian’s death and the news of the pregnancy.”

      There was a short pause at the other end.

      “You are going to be an aunt.”

      “Yes.” It still was a strange thought. I was too young.

      Another moment of silence.

      “Adam?”

      “Yes, Claire?”

      “What is the real reason you called?” Intuitively, I knew he didn’t want to talk about Sophie, Ian, or the baby.

      “I wanted to apologize,” he said. “I have been meaning to apologize since the day we had our fight, but things keep happening that I can’t see you—” There was a heavy sigh, like a burden had been lifted off his chest. “—and with every hour I spend knowing I rejected you for my own sake, not for yours, I keep feeling worse and worse—more like the demon I am.”

      He was apologizing? I was the one who had betrayed him, kissed his brother. He had graciously given me the green light to choose Ben over him, and I had exploded in his face, instead of humbly accepting that he had my best interest in mind. “It’s alright, Adam. You don’t need to apologize.”

      Silence.

      “When will I see you?” he eventually said.

      “I am planning to come over tomorrow. Jenna mentioned something.”

      “See you tomorrow then,” he said with a heavy tone.

      “See you tomorrow.”

      With slow hands, I laid down the phone. What had that just been? Despite the words which had been spoken, there was nothing clearer in my mind. Did he want to be with me? Was he still rejecting me?

      Before I had a chance to dive into the dilemma, Jaden was sitting beside me. I jumped and almost fell off the bed.

      “What now?” I gasped, my nerves coming to an end.

      “Sorry,” he said, glancing at me with golden eyes and laying his hand on my arm gently. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “You never do,” I commented, “Still happens.”

      “How is Sophie?” he asked with honest curiosity.

      “She is okay, considering the circumstances.” She was braver than I could have ever been.

      “Still nauseous?”

      “A little better now.” I thought of how well the distraction of going through Mom and Dad’s boxes had worked to keep Sophie’s mind off everything. “Why isn’t her new guardian angel here? Isn’t he supposed to ask these questions?” My mind flickered back to the guy with the braid in Jaden’s car.

      “You are right,” a voice spoke behind me, “I should.”

      This time I did slide over the edge of the bed and landed on the floor.

      The dark-haired man with the braid held out a hand to help me up. “At your service.” He eyed me with violet eyes, waiting for me to take his hand.

      “You are her guardian angel?”

      The stranger glanced at Jaden, who nodded. “Claire, meet Garreth.”

      I laid my hand into his and was pulled up with such force I almost fell into Garreth’s arms.

      “Sorry,” he apologized. “It’s been a while since I’ve had direct human contact.”

      “It’s okay,” I said without thinking and sat back down on the bed.

      “I’ve been wanting to talk to you, Jaden,” I ignored Garreth for a second.

      “I am sorry I haven’t been available more.” With a low glow of his eyes, he made me feel a bit better about the sheer amount of events that had been battering down on us. “What would you like to talk about?”

      “It’s good you’re here, Garreth,” I finally acknowledged. “You should hear this, too. After all, this is about when we should tell Sophie about the target we have on our backs.”

      “The Thompson descendants,” Garreth nodded and sat down on my other side.

      It was a strange situation. After all, I had never met him in my life before, but the fact that Jaden had brought him into my home made him an immediate object of my trust.

      “Sophie and I found something in our father’s old desk,” I looked at both the men and earned a golden glance and a violet glow. I needed to shake my head. Garreth’s eye color was the most unusual I had ever seen. It was closer to purple than to blue, but a very dark shade. Combined with the glow it was like looking into eons of time. His eyes were wise and kind and I got lost there for a second looking at my present and my past mirrored in those orbs.

      “Claire?” Jaden tapped my shoulder. “What did you find?”

      I tore my gaze away from Garreth’s. He smiled knowingly at the way I felt.

      “A ring,” I gathered my thoughts and responded. “An old seal ring.”

      I eyed Jaden closely. Now was the time to find out if he was the one who had written the note to my grandmother.

      He didn’t show any sign of recognition at my words.

      “A seal ring with the crest of the bookkeeper. The same one that’s in the nameless book at the library,” I explained, my full attention on Jaden’s face, but I still found nothing but honest curiosity.

      “It came with a note,” I continued.

      “What did it say?” Garreth asked from my other side.

      I turned around to face him and got caught in the violet glow once more.

      “Garreth,” Jaden hissed.

      “Yes, brother?”

      “Brother?” I repeated, incredulous, almost too loud to keep our little sit-in hidden from Sophie.

      “We are all brothers and sisters in our realm,” Garreth explained, nonchalant. But he stopped the glow and looked at me with normal eyes and I was able to focus better.

      “So what did the note say?” Jaden repeated.

      “It was addressed to my grandmother.”

      “Agnes,” both of them said in unison.

      “Yes, Agnes,” I confirmed, and then to Garreth, “You knew her, too?”

      “Not exactly,” he backpedaled, “I knew her mother. She was my fosterling for a while.”

      “Constance Thompson.” It was no coincidence he had been assigned to Sophie. He seemed to know our history.

      “So, the note?” Jaden urged.

      “It said it was to remind her of how much he loved her,” I repeated the content. “No signature.” My eyes fell on Jaden once more, but he was as surprised as I had been.

      “It must be from your grandfather, then,” Jaden confirmed my thoughts, but I couldn’t help voicing my doubts.

      “If Gran was a descendant of the bookkeeper, why did my grandfather leave her the bookkeeper’s seal as a token of love?”

      Both Garreth and Jaden thought in silence for a moment. “I don’t know,” Jaden said after a while and it was clear in his eyes that he was telling the truth.

      “We need to tell Sophie.” Garreth had folded his arms across his chest, chestnut braid dangling down to his elbow.

      “Agreed,” Jaden finally said the words I had been waiting to hear for too long now. “We’ve been discussing this and found it is time.”

      “She’s downstairs right now,” I encouraged.

      “Okay,” Jaden got to his feet at the same moment as Garreth. Each of them grabbed one of my arms. “I’ll do the talking, understood?”

      With those words, I was being pulled through cold water and lost track of time and orientation for a moment before the three of us hit the bottom of the stairs.

      “We could have walked down,” I reminded Jaden with a hiss.

      “Claire?” Sophie’s voice came from the living room. “Is that you?” She sounded scared. I couldn’t blame her. It hadn’t even been a week since someone had broken into our house.

      “Yes,” I called. “It’s me.”

      Jaden led me forward. “And us,” he added as we stepped into view.

      Sophie froze on the couch and turned chalk-white. “I know you from graduation.” She pointed at Jaden. Of course, she would remember him. His perfect face was hard to forget. “How did you get in here?” her voice was alarmed. “And who are you?” Her eyes fell on her guardian angel.

      Jaden stepped toward her, hands raised. “I am Jaden, this is Garreth,” he gestured at his brother. “What we are going to explain to you will be hard to believe.” He used his most gentle voice, it was a melody of kindness and goodness.

      I stepped to his side, Garreth at my heels, and sat down next to my sister. “You can trust them.”

      “How did they get in here?” her tone was still skeptical.

      “For the beginning let’s say, Claire let us in,” Jaden explained carefully. “Until you have heard all of it, this should be sufficient for a start.”

      Sophie stared at the three of us without words, then sat up on the couch. “What is it that you have to say?” she asked coldly. “I’ve had a rough past couple of days and I wasn’t prepared for visitors.” She seemed to try to dismiss Jaden and Garreth. If she had any idea who she was intending to send away, she would be so unbelievably sorry, and she would learn very soon.

      Even though Jaden had told me to let him do the talking, I knew it would be best if I opened the topic. She was vulnerable in more than one way at the moment. I could feel how fragile she was.

      “Sophie, I know these past days have been a nightmare for you,” I started. Jaden and Garreth sat down on two chairs. Neither of them objected that I had taken over, so I continued. “There is more going on around you than you are aware of,” I tried a gentle lead-in. “A world that has been invisible to your eyes until now.”

      Sophie’s eyes widened in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

      “There is good and bad in this world,” Jaden took over. “Even though it’s not always visible to the human eye, there are creatures of good and evil.”

      “I don’t understand.” Sophie leaned back on the couch.

      “Good and evil, Sophie,” Garreth repeated. “Angels and demons.” He glanced at her with serious, violet eyes.

      “Is this some kind of sick joke?” Sophie laughed darkly. “You know this isn’t the best time for jokes. I already have enough on my plate.”

      “Actually, it’s not. And we can prove it,” I supported the two angels. “Jaden, would you mind?”

      I didn’t have to tell him what I meant, he understood me anyway.

      With a glance at Garreth and a nod, his eyes broke into a soft golden glow.

      Sophie stiffened and grabbed my hand. “What’s going on?”

      “Trust me,” I encouraged her, “you’ll want to see this.”

      Jaden shrugged out of his shirt and turned around.

      “What is he doing?” Sophie was alarmed to a degree of panic.

      “There is no reason to be afraid,” Garreth said soothingly. “We are on the side of the good.”

      While Garreth’s words were still hanging in the room, Jaden’s shoulders exploded into a feathery blur and a pair of beautiful, white wings spread from left and right of his spine.

      Sophie’s mouth was hanging open at a loss for words.

      “Breathtaking, aren’t they?” Garreth commented on Jaden’s extra body parts.

      I nodded, yet again in awe of the perfection of my guardian angel.

      “You have wings,” Sophie noted with a whisper. She seemed as much shocked as she seemed intrigued.

      “I do,” Jaden laughed at her reaction. It was the musical sound of a heavenly creature who didn’t need to hide behind a human facade.

      The fear was gone from Sophie’s face, replaced by wonder. “Who are you?”

      Jaden turned around, slowly folding his wings on his back, and walked toward us until he stood close enough for Sophie to touch him.

      “I am Claire’s guardian angel.”

      Sophie’s mouth fell open.

      “You look at me and see a creature from fairy tales or bible stories, and you wonder how this can possibly be true,” Jaden’s voice was gentle and confident. “You look at me and know in your heart you can trust me. You know I am telling the truth, and you know I am what I am saying I am.”

      She nodded, but her eyes wandered over to Garreth. “Are you also an angel?”

      I was surprised by how coolly Sophie was taking this. But then, it was hard not to believe when Jaden was tangible proof.

      Garreth smiled and gracefully got to his feet. His young face serene as he took off his white linen shirt without turning away. His wings slowly sprouted to the left and right of his torso. It wasn’t a brisk explosion like Jaden’s, it was as if blossoms were elegantly unfolding behind his back. His violet eyes glowed in that fantastic shade of bluish purple again, set above his high cheekbones like two labradorites shining from within.

      This time it was me who stared in awe.

      “I am more than just an angel,” Garreth said in his warm tenor voice. “I am your guardian angel.”
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      “Do you think they’ll be okay?” I asked as we were getting in the car. Garreth was staying with Sophie, making sure she didn’t get into any trouble, while Jaden and I were headed to the Gallagers’. Despite the fact that she knew everything now, we had decided to spare her the stress of meeting Adam, after all the events of the week. Also, it was a matter of protecting the baby.

      Jaden was driving today. Even though Sophie was now fully informed, there still was one factor leaving us restricted to human transportation modalities. Geoffrey didn’t know.

      “Why did the Council decide it is okay for you and Garreth to show yourselves to Sophie?”

      We were rolling into the slow weekend traffic.

      “I am not one-hundred percent certain about their motives, they follow their own agenda. There is always an ulterior motive to their moves. They see the world in a different way than we do. They function as one mind, each of them bringing in other perspectives.” He described the Council a little bit, but it was difficult for me to imagine how exactly it worked. “My guess is that they see how the situation has escalated to a degree where protecting a fosterling from a distance wasn’t feasible any longer.” He stopped as if he had been about to continue but now didn’t. There was something else on his mind. I decided not to push him. He would share if he wanted to.

      “How is your situation developing?” he asked out of the blue.

      “What do you mean?” Everything in my life was a situation at the moment.

      Jaden shoot me a look that made it clear that he expected me to know what he was talking about.

      “Adam and Ben?” I tried.

      He nodded.

      “It’s complicated.” That was the best summary I could give. “I am not sure what exactly is happening.” My frustration surfaced in my voice. “I love Adam, you know how much. It’s beyond what should be possible for a human being.”

      Jaden bobbed his head, strands of golden hair dancing into his face. “I agree. It shouldn’t be possible.”

      He would know what he was talking about. He was reading my emotions day-in and day-out.

      “He has been pushing me away,” I told him and without delay, sadness and anger cropped up. “He told me all those horrible things he did during his time with Volpert’s clan, to let me know what exactly it is Sophie and I would be facing if the demons ever got to us. But then,” frustration was getting the best of me, “it feels more like he is telling me that to scare me away.”

      Jaden didn’t comment, he was patiently listening, eyes on the street and hands firmly holding on to the steering wheel as we were crossing the river.

      “He gave me permission to be with Ben,” I confessed, awkward, “and I was upset with him for even considering it.” Because there was a part of me that liked that thought a lot, but I didn’t need to share everything, did I?

      “He wants you to choose Ben?” Jaden now had to inquire if he was getting it right.

      “That’s what he said in the beginning. Ben is better for me.” I thought back to the conversation with Adam and shuddered. “And then he apologized last night.” If he was truly feeling I should be with Ben, he wouldn’t do that, would he? He had called himself selfish for sending me away. It was confusing to the core.

      “And Ben?” Jaden became active, asking questions as my talking was ebbing and I was busier sorting my thoughts.

      “I wish I knew.” I played with the seam of my shirt uneasily. Ben hadn’t crossed my path since the party, and there was this hunch this was deliberate. “Haven’t seen him since graduation day.”

      “Does he know what Adam has suggested?”

      “That’s a really good question.” How I hoped I would never have to find out.

      Jaden was steering the car up the Gallagers’ drive. “Nervous?” he commented on my feelings.

      I didn’t need to confirm. He knew anyway.

      As he parked the car, he turned to me and gave me a golden look. “Be true to yourself,” he advised and placed his hand on my cheek, forcing me to look at him. “Don’t let the two brothers manipulate you for your or their own sake. Your heart knows best.”

      “Thank you, Jaden.” I wished I were confident enough to not become pudding whenever Ben appeared in a room, and to not get all heavy and depressed when Adam was handling me with distance and evasion. All I could do was try to be strong.

      Jaden got out of the car and opened the door for me while I was still gathering my thoughts. “Come on,” he cheered. “It’s a sunny day.”

      As if that could make the situation any better. With a grunt, I got out and we walked up the stairs together. Jaden rang the bell.

      “Hi, Ben,” I waved at him mechanically as he opened the door, too surprised to feel the embarrassment I would normally feel.

      Ben reached out and pulled me into a tight hug as if nothing had ever happened. His arms were a warm layer around my shoulders—gentle and secure.

      “It’s good to see you,” he breathed into my hair before he let go.

      “Good to see you, too.” Ever since the graduation party, the mild confusion about my feelings for Ben had grown and grown. The tiny part of my heart that belonged to him, kept protesting more and more loudly by the hour despite my love for Adam. I couldn’t ignore it as easily as I’d been able to a few weeks ago.

      Ben being Ben knew that. Not only did he feel every single change in my emotional climate, he seemed to anticipate the changes. And his reactions were always so much better than mine. I was mostly overwhelmed.

      “Come in,” one of his hands lingered on my shoulder as he guided me into the house.

      “Thanks.”

      He fashioned a perfect smile and pulled me to his side before I could object.

      It felt oddly familiar, normal—right. The feeling came so sudden that I couldn’t help but laugh at the impossibility of what was happening. I had no idea what it meant, but it felt too good to simply pull out of his arm.

      Ben chuckled beside me, knowing how I felt.

      We’d just started walking when Adam stood before us all of a sudden. His eyes were burning with anger and pain.

      I stopped dead momentarily and wound out of Ben’s arm, even if it was just an innocent embrace.

      “Adam—” I was at a loss for words. Instead, a wave of guilt washed over me.

      “Don’t—Claire.” He held up a hand to stop me from talking. His eyes moved to Ben’s face, the anger mirrored in his features.

      “You. Me. Garden. Now.” Adam’s face was the opposite of angelic. I could see the demon breaking through his perfect features.

      For the first time since he had gotten his memories back, I was scared of Adam.

      What was going on? Hadn’t Adam specifically told me Ben was so much better for me?

      Ben unfroze next to me. “Now,” he confirmed and disappeared.

      Adam gave me a pained look and walked towards the back door at demon speed.

      Before I could say anything, both Gallager brothers were gone.

      What had just happened? If I didn’t known better, I would think that Adam had challenged Ben to a duel. Did I really know better?

      I had no idea how much control Adam had over his demon temper. Despite the past couple of weeks, where he had been able to hold back, it was something we all had yet to understand better.

      Jaden was standing beside me, jaw dropped. “So that’s what it looks like when a demon changes his mind.”

      “What do you mean?” I stared equally aghast into thin air.

      “Adam changing his mind about you and Ben.”

      I didn’t understand.

      “It was obvious when he entered the hall and saw you two together, that he wouldn’t let you go despite his better intentions. The jealousy, the rage—”

      “He is going to hurt Ben, isn’t he?” I spoke my worst fear.

      “Considering both their strength and powers—and the way Ben feels about you,” Jaden laid his arm on my shoulder in comfort, “to be honest, I am split about who is going to hurt who.”

      “We need to do something.”

      “Wanna go watch?” Jaden winked.

      I eyed him for a brief second, measuring his face to see if he was being serious, but his joking expression was replaced by concern.

      “Jenna!” I yelled, panic tightening my chest.

      “What happened?” Jenna’s answer came from right beside me.

      I jumped. Even after almost a year around angels, I was still not prepared for the way they appeared out of nowhere.

      “Sorry,” she smiled and gave me a quick hug.

      “Ben and Adam—I think they are going to fight in the back garden.” I moved, intending to walk toward the back door.

      Jenna grasped my arm before I had gotten far, and I felt like being pulled through cold water. I lost track of time and my orientation before my feet hit the dead soil in the Gallagers’ back garden, where Adam had sucked the life-energy out of the wild, red-blossomed bush.

      When I looked up, Ben and Adam were facing each other, both bare-chested, one with white wings, one with black spread between their shoulders. They were gracefully circling each other, anger distorting their beautiful faces.

      Jenna and I were both paralyzed for a moment, our eyes following the two young men’s every move. We had missed the beginning of their angry conversation, but the atmosphere was clear. They were waiting for a reason to attack each other—I had the feeling the reason might be me.

      “You died—” Ben answered a question we hadn’t witnessed. “Who do you think was there for her when you were gone?”

      Adam’s face was a mixture of fury and pain. He slowly moved a step closer toward Ben.

      “I didn’t choose to die,” he smashed at Ben. “I was a victim of the demons. It’s not like I left her on purpose—”

      “You were gone anyway.”

      “And you were using her pain and her broken heart to throw a hook into her,” Adam accused Ben, who glared at him without any brotherly love. “You had no right—”

      My stomach twisted with nausea as I watched them fight over me. Neither of them had done anything wrong. It was me who was the problem. My feelings for both the Gallager boys had turned them against each other.

      “Maybe—but you will eventually kill her,” Ben spat back at Adam, his hands lifted as if he was waiting for Adam to attack. He was crouching defensively, ready to spring at Adam.

      Adam froze and his wings folded on his back in a swift flap.

      “Enough!” Jenna put a foot down. “Enough, both of you. You are family. Families don’t fight like this.”

      Adam straightened and shifted, embarrassed, when he spotted us standing there.

      “How I hope you are wrong—” he said to his brother, his face grave. “I love her, you know. Becoming a demon has changed many things, but it hasn’t changed that.”

      “I know.” Ben was calm again. “But the time you were gone has left its mark on her. Things are different now.” Ben glanced at me with a smile, like nothing had happened.

      He was right. The past months had turned everything upside down. I wasn’t the same person Adam had left behind when he had died. There was a fragment of me that was lost. I had suffered too much.

      Ben’s smile vanished as he read my emotions. So many things had changed. Hadn’t he once seen me as the girl who would be responsible for the death of his brother? How could he have forgiven me so easily for being the reason for Adam’s death, but not embrace the fact that Adam was back, alive and in control of himself—more or less? He had his brother back. Wasn’t that more than anyone could wish for?

      “Both of you,” Jenna gestured at her son and her stepson. “Inside. We are having brunch, and you will behave.”

      She was impressive, her voice full of motherly authority and angelic forgiveness.

      The two boys hung their heads in shame and filed in through the back door. They were done fighting—for now. Something told me that there wasn’t much forgiveness between them.

      I breathed a sigh of relief and followed Jenna into the house.

      “This was close,” Jaden summarized the scene from behind my back. I couldn’t help but detect some satisfaction.

      “You knew this was coming,” I realized. Jaden caught up with me on the threshold.

      He didn’t answer, but held out his hand and gestured me to proceed inside.

      I shook my head, waiting for him to go first, and closed the door behind us.

      When we arrived in the dining room, Chris, Ben, and Adam were already sitting at the table. The two brothers as far apart from each other as possible at the opposite ends of the table, each of them wearing their own version of a sullen expression. Jenna was waiting for us to sit before she took a seat herself.

      Looking around the table, I realized that everything was set elaborately the way it used to be before Geoffrey’s absence. I glanced at Adam and then around the room, almost expecting to find the middle-aged butler standing nearby. He wasn’t.

      “You told Geoffrey?” I whispered at Jenna. Everyone at the table heard my words, but it was only Jenna who answered.

      “We discussed it for a long time, the pros and cons of letting a human in on our secret.” She gave me a long look before she turned to Chris.

      “After years in our service, he has proven himself a trustworthy man. We figured if we wanted to leave him in the dark and want him to never learn Adam is still alive, we would need to fire him, but what good would that do any of us? Hence our decision to let him in on the secret,” he explained. “Not all of it, but about Adam.”

      I felt my jaw drop. “What did you tell him?” Was it supposed to be like this? Humans couldn’t know about angels, angels never told humans about themselves in order to protect them. The only exception was the unavoidable binding through the mark of an angel. I still couldn’t get over the fact Jaden and Garreth had told Sophie—not that I didn’t support their decision, but it had surprised me.

      “That this family is more than it seems to be, and that Adam’s return from the grave is a miracle, even in our world,” Chris continued as if Geoffrey’s being in on the secret was the most normal thing in the world.

      “He understands what this means? Our world?” I challenged, feeling sympathy for the butler. It must be difficult to learn something like this about the household he had been living in for years.

      “He totally surprised us with his reaction.” It was Jenna again who had taken over the storytelling from her husband. A perfectly synchronized team, even with the most trivial tasks.

      “Why?” Jaden asked what I was thinking.

      “He said that it had occurred to him before that—” Jenna chuckled and looked up above my head.

      “That this family is special,” Geoffrey’s voice sounded from behind me. “It is nothing new to me that Master Adam doesn’t belong in a grave, no matter how different he is now. He is still the same decent person, just a little more troubled.”

      I turned around, hardly believing my ears. Geoffrey smiled at me widely.

      “Welcome back, Miss Gabriel.” He held a bread basket in his hand and waited for an opportunity to set it down on the white tablecloth.

      “Please, call me Claire,” I asked without thinking.

      He nodded. “Very well, Miss Claire. You must be as special as this family, otherwise, you wouldn’t be here.”

      I didn’t know what to say. With a mixture of shame and disagreement, I shifted to the side. “Thank you.”

      He reached past me and set down the basket.

      “Thanks, Geoffrey,” Jenna gave him a warm smile and he retreated into the kitchen.

      “I’ll be out for the rest of the day,” he let us know before he disappeared through the door.

      Jaden and I shared a look of astonishment. The network of trust seemed to grow by the week. Liz, then Sophie, now Geoffrey. Not that it wasn’t good. It was just so absolutely unexpected to end up not needing to pretend all the time.

      “He is taking it really well,” Jaden noted.

      “He is.” Chris laughed. “He has been such a wonderful support for us. It would kill us to have to let him go. This house has become as much his home as it is ours.”

      I looked around the table once more. Jenna and Chris were carrying the same cheerful look, but Adam and Ben hadn’t changed their expression much. There might have been a hint of gratitude visible in Adam’s features.

      “So,” Chris suddenly put on a dark face. “Boys, what happened out there in the garden,” he scolded his sons, “it can’t happen again. You are brothers and I want you to behave accordingly. No fighting. Whatever it is that upsets you, we’ll talk about it like the civilized people we are. Am I clear?” He grabbed a roll from the bread basket and started eating.

      Ben and Adam shifted in their chairs guiltily. So did I.

      “Actually, it’s not their fault,” I defended them. “I’m the problem.” It was obvious that they would have never fought if it hadn’t been for me and my foolish dawdling. If I could make up my mind about the two brothers there wouldn’t have been a reason, ever.

      “Coffee?” Jaden asked into my confession, as if he was enjoying a soap opera.

      I gave him an murderous glare, took the coffee pot from his hands without a word, and poured into my cup.

      “Not your fault, Claire,” Adam objected. Ben nodded in agreement.

      At least they had some common ground. They both believed I was better than I actually was. I didn’t know if I should be upset with them or pity them. So many emotions at once I was having a hard time categorizing which ones belonged to what piece of this mess.

      “It doesn’t matter whose fault it is,” Jenna cut us all off before we could break out into a new discussion. “It’s important that you improve on your self-control, Adam,” she addressed her stepson, “and you, Ben,” she creased her forehead, “you need to stop putting salt into an open wound.”  Eventually, she looked at me, the lines on her forehead deepening and her brown eyes glowing lightly. She took in a breath as if she was about to say something, but then let out the air in a slow gust and picked up her coffee cup. “Please pass the milk,” she looked at her husband who handed her the delicate china jar.

      Everyone in the room recognized her words to be the official start of the brunch. No further discussions about what had happened in the garden.

      It took a while for the tension to leave the room and a lighter mood to enter our minds. Adam and Ben took turns glancing at me, their faces full of remorse, wonder, emotion, questions—each time one of them was looking at me, there was something new there in their eyes. Was it just me, or was it getting more emotionally intense over time?

      Jaden filled in the others about Garreth and Sophie’s eye-opening experience in the living room earlier while I chewed on a piece of celery. The family consensus was that it had been high time to fill her in about the dangers.

      “You should bring her here next time,” Jenna offered. “She needs support more than ever.” It was clear she wasn’t referring to Sophie’s enlightenment about the second reality around her but to her pending motherhood.

      “I’m sure she’d like that,” I thanked Jenna and smiled. It would be good for Sophie to learn more about this world through people she already knew and trusted. It would make transitioning easier.

      “It would be wonderful to see her more often,” Chris added.

      “Plus it would be easier for all of us to protect the two of you, if you were here more.” Jaden introduced a new idea. “We can bundle our efforts and Garreth and I could both be keeping an eye on you and Sophie.” He looked at each of the Gallagers.

      “Great idea, Jaden,” Jenna supported him. She shared a look with Chris and he nodded.

      “Claire practically lives here anyway,” he noted. “It would be absolutely fine if Sophie came to stay with us, too.”

      “We need every advantage we can get against Volpert,” Jenna finished Chris’ thought.

      Neither Ben nor Adam shared their opinion on it, but from the looks on their faces, they had mixed emotions about it.

      “It’s going to be crowded here,” Chris laughed. “I’ve always wanted a bigger family.”

      I smiled tentatively. They were making plans for us. How to protect us. Did it matter? We would die anyway. If they succeeded in protecting us it would be a natural death after years and years of running from Volpert, but we would still die. Nobody noticed my sudden glumness.

      “I’ll ask her tonight,” I promised. “Let’s see how she thinks about moving in with a bunch of winged people.” It was still her decision if she wanted to get drawn into this to a full extent.

      “Let her know she is very welcome to stay with us,” Jenna urged.

      “I will.” I lifted a glass of orange juice to my lips and took a sip. The sweet taste was a nice change in my mouth. Something different from the sour taste of guilt, shame, and worry.

      Jaden was all in discussion mode. “Now that we are putting everything on the table,” he opened, “I have news from the Council of Elders.”

      All eyes were on him immediately.

      “They want to meet you, Adam,” he addressed him directly now. “They are concerned about how you will be developing and what your double heritage means. What you are is new to them, and they want to understand you better.”

      “You mean, they want to make sure I am not dangerous,” Adam corrected. “Well, you can tell them I am. Because that’s the truth. I am a demon, and my self-control is always at the expense of my sanity.”

      He looked around, until his gaze stopped at me.

      “I watch you all eat food. Human food. It looks wonderful to me, and I would like to be able to live off of it. But I cannot,” he lowered his gaze. “I need energy, I need to get it from somewhere. From someone. If I keep denying myself, I will eventually starve.”

      “You’ve been compensating with plants,” Chris objected, taken aback by his son’s sudden outburst.

      “But our woods have only so many trees and bushes.” Adam chuckled darkly. “There will be a point where I’ll be pushing my limits to a degree that I won’t be safe for anyone. Not just Claire.” He looked up at me again, somber.

      Without giving any of us the opportunity to reason with his self-doubts, he got to his feet and disappeared.

      While the others were exchanging looks I didn’t fully understand, I stood up.

      “We need to do something.” I felt responsible, no matter whether or not it was my fault how Adam was struggling with his fate.

      “He needs to blend in and adjust,” Jaden disclosed without emotion. “If he doesn’t, he will, as he says, become a real danger to all of us.”

      “What about the prophecy?” Ben asked quietly from the other end of the table. His face was serious but there was a spark of hope in his eyes.

      “True,” Jaden acknowledged the remark. “We just still don’t know if it is legitimate. If we only knew who told it.” He turned to me. “Any news from Liz, Claire?”

      I shook my head. This was something I had completely pushed to the back of my mind. Liz’ trace to the prophet. The girl from the library and the message. “I’ll call her.”

      “Thanks,” Jenna and Chris said together.

      “If you’ll excuse me. I’d like to talk to Adam now.” I turned around and headed toward the stairs.

      None of them objected. They probably felt how serious I was. I needed to talk to Adam. The fight, Ben, his doubts. He needed me. Whether we were together or not.

      I flew up the stairs, hoping to catch him in his room before he’d do anything he would regret later. To my relief, he was sitting on the windowsill, staring out into the morning light.

      “Can I come in?” I asked, not wanting to push him any further.

      He turned his head and nodded. “Please, Claire,” he said. “You are always welcome here.”

      His words felt strange, like an old ache and pleasure at the same time.

      Slowly, I stepped inside the room and closed the door behind me. This time I didn’t care about what anyone was thinking, or expecting. I was on a selfless mission to make things right between us.

      Adam was watching me from the corner of his eye—his beautiful, pale-green eyes. They were full of unspoken pain.

      “You have no concept of how much I love you.” His words were a whisper. His chest rose and fell with the slow breaths he was taking.

      I stopped in the center of the room. Close enough to read his face. It was so strong, and beautiful, so vulnerable.

      “It was agony to see you with my brother this morning—to feel how he feels for you, how you feel for him.”

      A lump formed in my throat. I knew that there was no way of hiding anything from Adam. He felt how I felt. His emotional radar got it right—even after his transformation into a demon. He was always spot-on.

      Shame spread along my shell. I was ungrateful. How many months had I suffered because of Adam’s absence? And now that he was here—even if he had driven me toward Ben—I kept hurting him.

      “Don’t beat yourself up,” Adam said and turned to the side. His eyes followed the movement of the branches in the wind. They were shaking under the pressure of the air—as was I under the pressure of my own failure. Why couldn’t I just focus on Adam—be happy that he was alive, that his demon-self hadn’t changed the way he felt about me?

      I didn’t deserve either of the Gallager sons. The pain was unbearable. I could feel it rush through my body in the same intensity it was written in Adam’s features.

      “You shouldn’t be the one hurting,” he reassured me. “It’s me who left you. You have every right to start over.” He leaned against the windowsill and folded his arms across his chest. “I just wish I didn’t have to watch it.”

      “You didn’t leave me,” I corrected. “You died.”

      Adam flinched. I shook with his motion. The word hurt, even if it was true—he had died.

      “And then I sent you away because of what I have become.” He gestured at himself. “I thought I could handle it. I thought denying myself to be with you would make it easier to deny myself to feed on souls.” He shook his head at himself. “I was wrong. Just these past couple of days I felt the difference. It weakens me to shut you out.

      “Ben is right, though. I am a constant threat to you. I am not safe.” His eyes snapped back at mine, livid and tortured at the same time. “Even now I am craving the core of your being. I would strip it from you in a heartbeat—if it wasn’t for my feelings for you...” He evaded his gaze again. “I am not the person you fell in love with, Claire—I am dark. I don’t deserve you.”

      His words cut right into my barely healed heart.

      Why wasn’t he worried about hurting the others? All of them had a soul—brighter and purer than mine could ever be. “Aren’t you worried about hurting your family?”

      Adam stared at me for a second, then slowly shook his head, like he was picturing what I had just said.

      “Even if I were... The others can protect themselves—you can’t.” He rubbed his forehead in frustration.

      “You deserve better.”

      “You promised you would never let me go—” I objected. “Are you breaking your promise?’

      He walked over and took my hand into his. “You hold the last fragment of my human soul. If I lose you, I lose my only shot at becoming good again.”

      “You are good, Adam.”

      His eyes were burning into mine.

      “I love you, Adam.” I concentrated on the emotion very hard. He would feel it—he had to—and then he wouldn’t have a way of carrying on this painful game.

      Adam’s lips were a soft line, pale and sweet. My own lips were yearning to seal themselves against his. He was only an arm-length away—

      “As I love you.” His face didn’t change. He was looking through me, hunger becoming more pronounced as my emotions seemed to be boiling out through my skin. “But that doesn’t make it any less difficult.”

      We stood for a minute, his hand wrapped around mine until he finally faced me again. “How I wish I could set you free.”
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      “Hi, Liz.” My phone was sitting on the bedside table while I was talking.

      “Hi,” Liz’ voice sounded from the speaker.

      As promised, I was calling Liz to inquire about her progress on finding out about the prophecy.

      “How’s your day?” I made some small talk.

      She laughed. “That’s not why you’re calling, right?”

      I nodded sheepishly. “Right.”

      “You want to know about the prophecy.” She assumed correctly. I didn’t even need to answer that, she started talking right away.

      “Well, nothing much has happened on my end. I have been thinking about the message the girl gave me, but all I can think about is coffee.” She laughed at her own shortcoming. “Any news on your side?”

      Filling her in about every detail would take too long, so I gave her the short version. “Not about the prophecy, but Sophie is back in town. We had to tell her the truth about our heritage. So she’s informed about the world of angels and demons now.” It was still hard to believe that my sister was now part of my world—great, to not have to hide anything anymore, but still, strange.

      “That’s great news. You need every support you can get.” Liz cheered.

      “Well, Sophie’s not really much of a help at the moment,” I admitted.

      “Why?” Liz asked after a short pause. She had probably taken a sip of strong coffee.

      “Remember how she broke up with Ian?” I reminded her of Sophie’s call the last workday I’d had at the library.

      “Yes.”

      “He died.”

      There was a brief silence on the other end of the line. “What happened?”

      “Demons,” I explained. “He got stabbed when he protected her and died in the hospital.”

      “That’s horrible.” Liz sounded upset.

      “That’s not the worst part.” It was so difficult to say this. “They broke up because he wanted a family and she wanted a career and wasn’t ready.”

      “And—”

      “She’s pregnant. She found out the day Ian died.”

      “Oh.” Liz was at a loss for words for once.

      We both remained silent for a minute. What a tragedy, I couldn’t think it often enough. Sophie was left with what Ian had wanted most.

      “Tell her, I am sorry,” Liz asked me. “I don’t know her in person, but this is something where every positive thought counts. I wish her strength.”

      “Thanks, Liz. I’ll pass it on to her.” This compassionate side of Liz was new. No joke, no funny comment otherwise.

      “Did you talk to Jaden about the girl?” she changed the topic back to our strange encounter at the library.

      “We talked briefly. All the Gallagers and Jaden.” I updated her.

      “Any idea who she could be?” Liz’ curiosity was bursting through the phone.

      “No, not at all.” I thought about the girl for a moment. Why did I keep thinking I had seen her before? “But Jaden has been inquiring with the Council of Elders—”

      “Are you serious?” she interrupted. “The Council of Elders?” I could almost see her hands flying up and down with outrage.

      “Is there anything wrong about the Council?” Her reaction made me feel insecure about Jaden’s approach.

      “They probably are wondering if Adam is safe, right? They want to meet him in order to make their own judgment.” Her assumption was spot-on.

      “Exactly.” How did she know? Had Jaden talked to her, too?

      “If you love him as much as you keep saying, make sure they don’t get to see him before he is stable.” Her voice was serious as she spoke this warning. It gave me the chills.

      “Don’t you think they’d want to help?” I tried to make things look better than they were, voicing some kind of hope that the highest in the hierarchy of angels would have some power to make Adam’s struggle a little less painful. But, of course, Jaden had told us all Adam was the first of his kind and his kind would be judged by his actions. So Liz’ words of caution were justified.

      “I am not sure.” She sounded distracted now. “Will you be coming in this upcoming Thursday?”

      “That’s the plan.” Unless I won the lottery, I needed the job.

      “I’ll gather all the information I can until then. Make sure Jaden delays Adam’s hearing with the Elders.” She hung up before I could reply.

      I sat on the bed and gathered my thoughts. Delay the hearing. There was no date set for Adam to meet the Council of Elders, so that should be an easy task.

      “Jaden?” I spoke and waited for him to materialize beside me. He had been checking in on Sophie and Garreth while I had stayed at the Gallagers’. I had retreated to the guest room and the others had left me alone. I was grateful for that. I couldn’t have stood another conflict with one of the two brothers, but I knew it was only a matter of time until I would have to face Ben and give him a chance to release his anger and disappointment on me.

      “At your service,” he said beside me. This time I didn’t jump as he appeared out of thin air.

      I took in his appearance for a moment. He was smiling, eyes sparkling, and face relaxed. His cheerful expression fell when he saw my serious face.

      “On a scale from one to bad, how bad is it?” he asked, trying to make a bit of his good mood linger in the conversation.

      “I talked to Liz, as you asked.”

      “Any news regarding the prophecy?” Hope left his eyes as he was reading the answer from mine.

      “She made a request regarding Adam meeting the Council,” I said, cautious.

      “What does she want?”

      “She asked to delay it until after Thursday. Preferably until he can control himself properly.”

      “There hasn’t been a date set,” Jaden repeated.

      “I told her that,” I informed him. “Still, she seems to be quite worried about their wish to see him. She seems to think it might end badly for him.”

      “How I wish I could defer.” Jaden let his head sink against his chest.

      “What’s wrong?” His sudden brooding alarmed me.

      “They are going to judge him. It doesn’t matter to them what role he is playing for us individually. Their mind is set on the overall peace and if Adam presents even the slightest of doubts he is on the right side, they might make sure his species will never be known anywhere else.”

      I gasped in horror. “They’d kill him?”

      “I am sure they’d find a better wording for it. Release him from purgatory, or set him free, end his misery.”

      My mouth had gone dry. “They would kill him,” I rephrased and Jaden nodded.

      “And you would let him go there?” It was the deepest frustration and betrayal ringing in my voice. How could he do this to me?

      “Of course, I wouldn’t simply let him go there without preparing him for what he would have to face,” Jaden defended himself. “I wouldn’t let him walk toward his own execution.” Jaden was upset I could have even considered he would do something appalling such as that. “My plan was always to prolong the time until they meet. Why would I do something like that to him and you?”

      “I am sorry,” an apology jumped out of my mouth as I realized I had wronged him with my accusation.

      “Don’t worry about it.” Jaden shifted beside me. “I serve the Council after all, and they are the ones deciding if and when to permit me back home. It’s only natural to think I would put my own interest above anyone else’s.”

      He looked up at me, his face lit up with the ancient wisdom I had admired so many times. “But you among all of those people should know me better by now. You should know everything I care about is to make sure you are happy and safe. I will not rest until Volpert is gone. And I will most certainly not send the person you love to their death—not if I can help it.”

      His fierce eyes and his words made him appear like an angel of vengeance rather than the gentle guardian he was supposed to be. But then, hundreds of years must have left their mark on him, the same as decades did on a human life.

      “You wouldn’t,” I agreed, once again grateful that this creature of light and strength was on my side. I wouldn’t want to cross his path if he wasn’t. Too often I had seen what he could do, how powerful he truly was.

      “We should go ask Sophie to move here,” he abruptly changed the topic, demonstrating he wouldn’t discuss the topic of Adam’s appointment with the Council of Elders any further.

      “I know.” I sighed and got to my feet, searching my bag for the car keys.

      “You won’t need this.” Jaden caught my arm before I could dive too deeply into the bag.

      “Aren’t we driving?” I wondered aloud.

      “Since Sophie and Geoffrey both are informed now, there is practically no  reason not to teleport back and forth between the two houses.” He touched the tip of his index finger to his forehead as if he had just shared a major insight.

      He was right. I dropped my arms and prepared for the uncomfortable feeling of the angelic mode of locomotion. Jaden’s hand tightened around my arm and before I had a chance to say anything, we were standing in my bedroom. The cold, disoriented feeling luckily had lasted shorter than normal.

      “Sophie?” I called and headed down the stairs, Jaden at my heels.

      “Kitchen,” Sophie answered right away. The sense of relief came unavoidably with the sound of her voice. It was indivisible from the looming danger which was hanging over us through our blood-line.

      When we entered the kitchen, we found Sophie and Garreth at the table, the ebony box sitting in the exact middle between them.

      “Hi,” she greeted us without looking up. “Garreth and I have been trying to figure out what this means.” She held up the seal ring and the blue handkerchief.

      Garreth lifted a hand and waved gracefully. The way he was sitting, back straight, one hand on top of the other resting on the edge of the table, his chestnut braid falling over his shoulder, he looked more like an elven king from an old fairy tale rather than the human being he was trying to pass as.

      I sat down next to Sophie and pulled the missing note from my back pocket where it had been conveniently sitting since yesterday, and laid it on top of the box.

      “What are the theories?” Jaden gave Garreth a long, meaningful look before he took a seat in the chair next to me.

      “Sophie knows all the details of the story about the bookkeeper and the Thompson blood-line,” Garreth said with stoic calmness. “I made sure she knows all the details.” His violet gaze lingered on Jaden.

      “What do you mean?” I felt left out.

      Jaden and Garreth stared at each other for a moment and Jaden shook his head.

      Eventually, it was Sophie who filled me in about what was going on. “You know about Jaden being in love with Gran, right?” she assumed correctly and I nodded wordlessly as to not disturb her from continuing the flow of words. “Jaden isn’t the only guardian angel who fell in love.”

      What was she talking about? I leaned forward, eager to learn more.

      “Our great-great-grandmother, Constance Thompson also had an angel who literally fell for her.”

      “Who?” I couldn’t stop myself. Was it possible that this family had been aware of this second reality for generations, and it was only us, my sister and myself, who had been kept in the dark? This couldn’t be a coincidence.

      “Me,” Garreth spoke despite Jaden’s glare. It was obvious Jaden wasn’t happy that we were learning the truth.

      “You fell for her,” I repeated.

      Garreth flashed his teeth in a divine smile. “I had the honor to be Constance’s guardian angel for a short period of time. She was such a wonderful and giving person. She had a heart for the ones in difficulties and gave so much for those who needed help.” His gaze grew distant as he retreated into his memory.

      It was nice to know there had been such good people in my family.

      “Watching how she kept aiding those who needed it without regards for why they were in the situations they were, it was impressive. She didn’t fear anything. Almost like she thought she was invincible, she kept confronting the ones who had wronged the ones she was taking care of. Her heart beautiful and her soul pure. I fell in love with Constance, and we had a few encounters of mostly platonic nature.” He finished.

      “Mostly platonic?” I asked gingerly.

      Garreth laughed a sound like a deep bell. “I am not your great-great-grandfather,” he clarified. “It never got that far. The Council of Elders scolded me for pursuing human love and I followed their order when I was reassigned to a new fosterling.” He glanced at Jaden, who was wearing a resigned expression. “Unlike Jaden, mine all survived.”

      That must have hurt. I reached out and squeezed Jaden’s arm. I knew how much he had been suffering from his own mistakes and how much he had given up for my grandmother and me.

      “Okay, so Garreth and Great-Great-Gran, and Jaden and Gran,” Sophie summarized eloquently.

      The two angels nodded in unison, Garreth proud, Jaden grim.

      “So what about the theories on the ring?” Jaden smoothed his expression and tried hard to be constructive. His history wasn’t easy. I knew better than anyone. Being in love with someone you shouldn’t—all the difficulties, the hardship, and pain that came with it. An image of Adam flickered into my mind.

      “We had just started on those when you showed up,” Sophie explained while she got to her feet and walked over to the fridge.

      “The note from your grandfather,” Garreth asked, “it came with the ring?”

      “Both were in the same envelope.” I pointed at the paper on the box. “You told Sophie that it’s the bookkeeper’s crest?” I glanced at the round metal on my sister’s hand as she returned with a plate of cold pasta and sat down.

      “I did.” Garreth reached out and picked up the envelope. With a motion too quick for the human eye, he flipped it open and held the note in his hand.

      “Forever,” he quoted.

      Sophie chewed and observed. She had put the ring back on her finger and her hand was now resting on her stomach.

      “Let me see.” Jaden held out his elegant fingers toward Garreth, waiting until the other angel dropped the note into his hand.

      He held it up and his eyes flew over the two scripted lines over and over again, then eyed Garreth with a long questioning look. Garreth nodded.

      “Who do you think it is?” I blurted out, unable to watch the two of them and their silent communication any longer

      “Gran always spoke about a foreign historian,” Sophie added in the only real detail about our grandfather we had gotten from our family. “He might be long dead.” She shrugged. “For all we know, he left the country after that one night.”

      “But it’s obvious he had a connection to the bookkeeper’s family,” I disagreed. “How do we know they didn’t figure something out that should have never happened—?”

      Jaden and Garreth understood before Sophie did. “You mean if they had both been from the same family?” Jaden spoke first.

      “Gross!” Sophie put down her glass. “You don’t honestly believe they were brother and sister?” She stared at him in disbelief.

      “Maybe not that, but somehow related. Who knows...” Jaden stared at Sophie’s hand.

      “We can’t exclude any possible scenario,” Garreth said, businesslike.

      “Now all we need to do is find someone who knows the Thompson’s entire family tree. Great,” I compiled, my voice heavy with sarcasm.

      “That could become a bit problematic,” Jaden admitted. “As Liz mentioned before, we angels don’t keep track of our history as well as we should.”

      “Maybe Liz has an idea how to best approach this?” Sophie threw in. She was the most relaxed of us all, even though she was the one who had the most to lose. She hadn’t experienced the fear and anguish Volpert and his servants inflicted on the ones they had chosen.

      “I can ask her on Thursday,” I offered.

      “Too late,” Jaden objected. “If we want to be prepared for Volpert, every day counts—every hour, practically.”

      “I’ll call her again, then?” I suggested. “Right now?”

      Jaden nodded, satisfied. I understood his curiosity, but what I didn’t get was why this had such a sudden urgency. Whoever our grandfather had been wouldn’t make the target on our backs disappear. The Thompson blood-line came from Gran’s side anyway.

      With a sigh, I jumped to my feet and rushed upstairs and grabbed my phone. I dialed on the way downstairs and had Liz on the line by the time I made it to the living room.

      “Hi again,” she sang.

      “Do you have a minute?” I asked. “Sorry for bothering you again.”

      “For you? Anytime,” she laughed her hearty laugh. How could she always keep her high spirits? It was impressive and something to aspire to. “What’s up?”

      “Do you have access to the Thompson’s family history?” I asked without detours.

      “Just the unofficial history of Aurora,” she referred to the story Lucas Baker had shared with me before his death. “What exactly do you need?”

      “We need to know more about the family crest. My sister and I are in possession of a certain item bearing the crest,” I shared. “A seal ring.”

      “That’s fascinating. Where did you get it?” her curiosity was obvious in her tone.

      “We found it in an envelope together with an unsigned love note to my grandmother.”

      I waited for her to speak, but she remained silent for a while.

      “Liz?”

      “Sorry, Claire,” she returned to the conversation. “I was going through a catalogue of Thompson family items in my head. Some are mentioned in the documentation of the real story. But I would have to see the ring in order to be able to identify if it’s something that comes from James Albert Thompson himself.”

      “That should be feasible,” I answered without thinking. “We can meet tomorrow morning. You and Sophie need to meet anyway.”

      “Morning?” she laughed as if I had just made a bad joke. “Not without a cup of the best coffee in town.”

      “Noel’s has good coffee,” I offered.

      “Perfect. 9 a.m.” It wasn’t a question. “Earlier than that is torture.”

      “Fine.” I was already standing in the doorway to the kitchen. “I’ll bring Sophie.”

      “Where am I going?” she asked curiously.

      “Liz wants to meet us to see the ring. She says there are references to original Thompson family items in the story and she needs to see the ring in order to identify it.”

      “We are going to Noel’s?” Sophie repeated what she had heard in the conversation.

      “Nine in the morning.”

      She groaned, “I wish I could have caffeine,” and pointed at her belly.

      “Noel’s has great chocolate,” I suggested.

      “True.”

      “You’ll be able to protect us there, right?” I assumed and eyed Jaden and Garreth from my position at the door.

      “Should be fine.” It was Garreth who spoke. Jaden’s face showed a little less enthusiasm about the idea. “We won’t even need to materialize. At least I won’t. Jaden must speak for himself.”

      “Not me,” Jaden stated and leaned back in his chair.

      It was like there was this hidden conflict going on between them. I wondered what it was. They both had made the same mistake when falling in love with a human and acting on it.

      “Okay,” I ignored their cold tone and moved on to the original matter that had brought us here. “Sophie, Jenna and Chris are inviting us both to stay with them at their estate until the situation is over.”

      She looked at me like I was from a different planet. “Why? They don’t even know me very well.”

      “They are worried about both of us—all three of us,” I corrected and gestured at her stomach. “Jenna asked me to make clear how happy they would be if you accepted the invitation.”

      “It will be easier to protect you if all of us are in one place most of the time. Less ground for the demons to attack,” Jaden provided his insight into why it was best for us all.

      “Plus, I practically live there anyway,” I admitted. “The whole time you were in Indianapolis, I spent almost every day there, and plenty of nights.”

      Sophie’s eyebrows rose, implying she had a particular idea of what spending the night meant.

      “Not what you think,” I interjected before her imagination could come up with something worse than it was. A part of me wished her reaction was justified, but with Adam, being physically close at the moment was as likely as cuddling with a shark. I consoled my sore heart with the fact that he still loved me—and wanted me. Everything else would take time. If we had the time. Who knew how long Volpert’s planned grace period was before he would finally come and erase us.

      “They have a lovely guest room,” I reasoned. “We can share.”

      “Will Adam be there?” her eyes showed signs of distress. She had taken his resurrection as a tormented, uncontrolled version of his former self coolly when we had told her about it, but now that an actual confrontation with the real demon would be about to happen, she had a more natural reaction.

      “Yes,” I confirmed. “But the house is big. I’m sure you can find ways to stay out of his path.” I almost laughed at the thought. If somebody wanted to see Adam, they almost always had to go looking for him, that’s how much he kept to himself and in his room.

      Sophie pondered in silence for a moment, then got to her feet without a yes or no.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I need to pack and get ready, don’t I?”

      

      When we arrived at the Gallagers’, all teleporting together, Sophie’s first path was to the bathroom. She wasn’t used to the sensation of loss of orientation and that cold feeling of wet.

      “That’s like morning sickness,” she muttered and disappeared the direction Jenna was pointing.

      “We are so glad she accepted,” Chris said, satisfied with the success of our mission.

      Garreth looked a bit lost between all these people, even if they were all part-angels. It was obvious he wasn’t as used to being around humans and acting human as Jaden was.

      He volunteered to take our luggage upstairs—I had stocked up on stuff to take to our temporary new home—and disappeared together with Jaden who showed him the way.

      “Sorry,” Sophie returned after a couple of minutes, less green in her face than when she had left.

      “That’s alright, dear,” Jenna smiled motherly. “I was sick all the time when I was pregnant with Ben.” She wrapped her arm around Sophie’s shoulder and led her upstairs. “It’s probably best if you lay down. You look like you could use some rest.”

      “That sounds great, Jenna. Thank you, both of you,” she looked at Chris when passing him on the way to the stairs. “You have watched over my sister and been there for her when I didn’t even have a clue what was going on. I don’t know how I can ever thank you enough.”

      Chris smiled and patted her shoulder briefly. “Make sure you’ll take good care of yourself, that’s enough.” When the two women had already started climbing the stairs, he added, “I’ll have Geoffrey bring you some dinner upstairs.” He disappeared toward the kitchen.

      That left me standing alone in the entrance hall with nothing to do. I looked around and tried to make up my mind if I should go to bed early, too.

      “You look positively bored.”

      I jerked around and looked into Ben’s steel-blue eyes.

      “Sorry,” he apologized out of habit. He had snuck up on me so many times and startled me that it was almost mandatory for him to apologize whenever he showed up.

      “Hi,” was all I got out. He was standing so close I could simply fall into his hug. I didn’t. I had learned better than to act on my impulses.

      “Hungry?” He was unnaturally cheerful.

      “I’m not sure.” I hadn’t eaten but I wasn’t certain if having dinner with Ben was such a good idea. Even in this house with all the others around. Or especially not in this house with all the others around.

      It would be a matter of time till I would be weak enough once more and do something I would regret.

      “Chicken is in the kitchen,” Ben said and walked past me with a grin I couldn’t understand. Wasn’t this as awkward for him as it was for me?

      We hadn’t really spoken since the party—since the kiss. He had fought Adam about me this morning. Weren’t we going to talk about it? Without giving it another thought, I followed him to the kitchen.

      When I opened the door, the room was empty except for the younger Gallager son who was dissecting a piece of baked poultry with an enormous kitchen knife, wearing the same grin.

      “I am sorry, Ben,” I burst out.

      “What for?” he didn’t even look up.

      Good question. What for? The kiss, the fight, or not talking to him for almost a week. “Everything,” I compromised with my thoughts.

      “There is no need to be sorry.” He laid the knife aside and started picking the chicken apart with a fork until he had two loaded plates, one of which he held out for me. “Bread’s over there.” He pointed at a basket on the counter.

      The way he kept sprightly ignoring that we had things to talk through was the opposite of what I had expected.

      He grabbed his own plate and sat down at the small kitchen table. “Please, sit.” He pulled out a chair.

      I did as he told me and set down my plate next to his.

      “So, what exactly are you sorry about?” Ben rephrased his question.

      “Everything,” I repeated.

      “Are you sorry you asked me to the party?”

      “No,” I was quick to answer. I wasn’t sorry about that at all. He had saved my life, figuratively and literally. Figuratively, because I had a date to bring as Greg had requested. Literally, because who knows what Maureen would have done if she’d found me there alone.

      Ben simply nodded, knowing what I meant.

      “That we danced?” His grin spread.

      “That was nice.” Damn. I had to be more careful. Why did I always have to speak my mind with Ben? He had a way of just making me forget to be cautious.

      “The kiss?” He was a bit more serious as he looked deep into my eyes, molten steel on his side.

      Was I sorry about the kiss? When I thought about it I found I wasn’t. It had been one of the best kisses I’d had in a long time. “You are a good kisser,” I packaged the answer in a way that it wouldn’t be a direct yes.

      “Good?” he chuckled.

      “Excellent,” I corrected and had to laugh for a second, but found my composure quickly. “But that doesn’t make it right what happened.”

      “Agreed,” Ben accepted my point of view easily. Almost too easily. It kind of hurt that he seemed less affected by our romantic moment than I was.

      “What are you sorry about, Claire,” Ben’s smiles and lightheartedness were completely gone from one moment to the other.

      “That I hurt you,” I spluttered, again unthinking. “That I hurt your brother. That you almost fought each other this morning because of me. That I didn’t talk to you earlier.”

      He watched me confess, bread in one hand, fork in the other.

      “It’s okay, Claire,” he said and laid down the bread to hold my hand. “It’s always been meant to be like that.”

      “What do you mean?”
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      Sophie was sleeping deeply when I woke up the next morning from a restless night. Ben hadn’t shared any more details about his sudden insight and the fact that he was so relaxed about how our evening together had turned out, made me a bit uneasy. Hadn’t he declared how he felt for me numerous times? Even before Adam’s return, he had told me how he had feelings for me. I, as a matter of fact, was still confused about how my heart worked when it came to the Gallager boys.

      With a grunt, I rolled over and pulled the blanket up, hoping to get a couple more minutes of rest.

      Just as I had closed my eyes, Sophie stirred next to me. “Will this ever stop?” she asked grumpily and slid out of bed to go to the bathroom.

      I stayed still until she returned.

      “This endless need to pee is worse than having to replan my career,” she complained. “You are awake, aren’t you?”

      “Not really,” I grunted, wanting to go back in time and change the course of the conversation with Ben, or at least get a few more hours of sleep.

      Rustling noises eventually made me lift my head in curiosity. Sophie had opened her suitcase and was diving for clothes. “Ten weeks,” with her tone she abused the timespan. “You would think I would have figured out by myself that something was different with my body, but no, I need a tragic visit to the hospital to find out I am pregnant.”

      I couldn’t follow, so I remained quiet and let her dump her thoughts.

      “If I were at least fat, it would feel more real. Right now all that reminds me that I’m pregnant is this constant urge to run to the bathroom.”

      She stopped for a moment, listening.

      “And the morning sickness,” I added, realizing she was expecting a response.

      “That’s gotten better.” She sat down next to me with a pair of pants and a green shirt, eyeing me as if I had done something wrong. “I am a med student, for heaven’s sake. How could I not see this coming?”

      “You are doing great.” I sat up, figuring I wouldn’t get another minute of quiet anyway, and slouched to the cupboard which had been filled with my stuff for a while. “No birth control is perfect. It can happen.”

      Sophie slipped into her clothes wordlessly. I had heard about pregnancy hormones—uncontrollable outbursts of emotions, happy one moment, devastated the next. This was what Sophie was obviously going through right now, intensified by the fact that she would have to bring up her child without a father.

      “We are all here for you.” I put on a beige sundress and returned to sit next to her.

      “I wish Ian had known.”

      “He does,” I comforted her. “Even if he is not here anymore, I am sure he knows somehow. He would have been so happy.”

      “Our relationship might have never ended if we had known.” Sophie had been carrying herself with great composure, but it was unavoidable that the grief would break through at some point. It seemed the point was now.

      With one arm around her shoulder, we sat in silence for a while until the first rays of sunlight were penetrating the window blinds.

      “Would you mind if we went a little earlier?” she eventually spoke again. “I need some fresh air.”

      “Sure.”

      Together we got to our feet and got ready to leave the house. Everyone was still asleep when we walked out the front door.

      Jaden had dropped off my car so we would have a ride for today. He didn’t show himself to give me the usual speech about being careful, neither did Garreth. They would be around, they had promised, and I trusted their words.

      “We can park near Noel’s and walk along the river for a little bit,” I suggested as we were rolling through the dense morning traffic.

      “Sounds great.” Sophie was already a bit more cheerful than before we had left and I didn’t push her.

      The sunshine was promising a warm day and wearing a light fabric already paid off as we were getting out of the car several minutes later. I had found a parking spot just around the corner from the coffee shop. It wasn’t too far a walk to the river from here.

      “What was it like for you,” she asked out of nowhere, “when Adam transformed into an angel?”

      Taken by surprise, I searched for an answer. “It was something different.” I watched the morning light chase away the shadows from the water as we were getting closer to one of the bridges. “He had no idea what was happening to him, so he was scared mostly.”

      Sophie eyed me from the side. “Do you think it is painful?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When the wings tear through the skin.” She grimaced at the thought.

      I had never asked any of the angels what it felt like, but I had seen what Adam’s wings had done to him after his transformation into a demon. It hadn’t been pretty. “I wish I knew.”

      “How did you become so brave?” she admired me for a reason I couldn’t understand. “You have been facing death and evil and never once swayed under the weight you are carrying.”

      She was wrong. I had struggled more than she was aware. It was all thanks to Jaden’s kind and patient nature that I hadn’t gone insane. “I guess I grew into it.” Even though Sophie knew about the supernatural world around her now, and about the threats it was bringing for us, she didn’t need to know much pain I had really gone through, what it felt like to have your soul ripped from you, to bend under the demons’ torture.

      She smiled. “Shall we go, find a table at Noel’s?”

      We had walked for a little bit, just enough to stretch our legs. I nodded.

      When we entered the coffee shop, there was a cluster of people waiting in line to get served. Most of the tables were free, though.

      “Over there.” Sophie chose a cozy one near the windows.

      We headed over and sat down on opposite sides, both watching the busy space between us and the counter. Noel was hardly keeping up with the work, it was obvious on his face.

      For a while we observed in silence, waiting for the old man to eventually be free to take our orders.

      “I’ll be right with you,” he called as he handed a take-away cup to a man in an old-fashioned suit.

      A minute later, he appeared at our table.

      “I am sorry, dears, it’s a crazy morning,” he drew a small notebook and pencil from his pocket. “I normally have help on days like this but Alex is coming in later today.”

      “We are waiting for someone anyway,” I reassured him that there was no reason to stress.

      “Hot chocolate?” he asked and smiled.

      This time I wasn’t as surprised that he knew what I normally took. I nodded.

      “Same for you?” he eyed Sophie with muddy-blue eyes, white hair untidily sticking out at one side.

      “Sure,” she said with a slightly sour expression, “if I can’t have caffeine.”

      Noel raised an eyebrow as if to ask what she was talking about, but then scribbled down our order and shuffled back to the counter, where he immediately was absorbed by a cloud of new arrivals.  It would take a while for our order to come.

      “Do you think Liz will make it on time?” Sophie asked and leaned back in her chair.

      The lady was definitely not a morning person, but the promise of fresh, Italian coffee did present a hook she probably couldn’t resist, independent of the topics we had to discuss.

      “I hope so,” I answered and shifted my gaze to the window.

      “She sounds like an interesting character.”

      “She is.” I had told Sophie about how wonderfully Liz had stepped in and helped us after Lucas Baker’s death.

      “Eidetic memory,” she mused, “I wonder what that’s like.”

      “I guess it would be very practical sometimes.”

      “Especially for exams.” She grinned knowingly.

      “And very unpractical at others,” I added, thinking of the hours of my life I had been wanting to forget, like the moments of terror on that roof when the demons had killed Adam, or the weeks of torment after his funeral.

      “Hmmm,” Sophie sighed. She seemed to have her own moments she wanted to erase. She had taken off the seal ring and was playing with it on the table.

      I watched her, attempting to banish the memories.

      “There you go,” Noel interrupted our thoughts. He was holding two brightly colored mugs in his wrinkly hands, lowering one down in front of Sophie and froze, before setting it down on the table.

      I looked up, wondering what had made him freeze.

      The old man was staring at us blankly, apparently struggling with himself.

      “Thanks,” Sophie said without paying much attention to his obvious petrification, twisting the ring between her fingers absently.

      “Are you alright?” I asked, concerned by the sudden strange behavior.

      Noel coughed and nodded. “And for you, dear.” He seemed to be recovering from his moment, but his eyes were still fixating the ring as he was setting down my cup.

      Sophie slipped the ring back onto her finger and lowered her hands into her lap.

      Just as Noel’s stare was becoming uncomfortable, Liz arrived.

      “Good morning, Claire,” she boomed with her rich voice and squeezed past the old man without looking at him, oblivious to the tension. “Sorry.” She let herself fall into the free chair at the head of the table and looked to the side. “And you must be Sophie.”

      Noel had retreated to the counter, but his eyes were lingering on us for another minute.

      “I am,” Sophie smiled politely. I wondered if she was disturbed by Noel’s strange look. I was for sure.

      “Gosh, you are pretty,” Liz noted. “Pregnancy suits you well. You are positively glowing.” She was so straightforward.

      “Umm, thanks, I guess.” Sophie shifted, embarrassed. “It’s nice to meet you. Claire has told me a lot about you.”

      “Only good things, I hope,” the Latina laughed heartily. “So where’s that wonderful coffee you have been promising?”

      “Always,” I grinned and looked around. Noel wasn’t at the counter, instead, there was a girl handling the coffee machine. She was familiar.

      “Liz,” I nudged her arm, speaking in a hushed voice, and beckoned my head toward the counter.

      “What is she doing here?” Liz spoke my exact thoughts.

      “What?” Sophie wanted to be let in on the secret.

      I leaned forward and whispered, “Do you see the girl behind the counter?” What a silly question, of course she did. “It’s the messenger from the library. The one that carried the note from the guy who brought the prophecy to Liz.”

      Sophie’s mouth fell open. I could only imagine how this must feel for her. Every day there was something new.

      “Does she work here?” Sophie asked with an equally hushed voice.

      “Seems like it,” Liz mused as the three of us were observing the young woman with the striped apron. I’d known I had seen her somewhere before.

      As we were staring, the girl noticed us and waved with a smile.

      “Hi, there,” she walked over with graceful, confident steps, the exact opposite of her entrance at the library.

      “Hi,” Sophie and I greeted in unison. Liz was mostly glaring with curiosity and suspicion.

      “What can I get you?” She stopped beside me and looked down at us, hands stuffed into the pocket of the apron.

      “Well, how about some answers?” impressive Liz confronted her right away.

      The girl didn’t stop smiling. “I see you followed your passion,” she commented on Liz’ outburst.

      “What passion?” This time it was Liz and I who spoke at the same time.

      “Coffee, obviously,” the girl laughed a bell-like laugh and shook back her chestnut hair. “Preferably strong Italian roast?”

      Liz sat back, eyes wide in surprise. The girl had to be right. Whenever I saw the Latina, she had a cup of coffee in her hand. It was the thing she complained about most when it didn’t live up to her expectations. She truly had to care about it.

      “I’ve been wondering, you know, what it could be.” Liz was looking up at the girl.

      “Well, it’s coffee,” the girl informed us again, smile less wide, and face more serious now. “And angels, naturally.”

      I looked around on instinct, making sure no one was listening. All tables around us were empty.

      The girl sat down with us, taking the last free chair. “I’m Alex,” she held up a hand.

      “This is unexpected,” Liz had regained composure. “I’m Liz. These are Claire and her sister, Sophie,” she introduced us.

      “I am glad it didn’t take you too long to figure out where to find us,” Alex said, undisturbed by the customers who were coming in and waiting for her at the counter.

      “It’s more a coincidence,” Liz admitted. “Claire, Sophie, and I have some things to discuss.”

      “The family crest,” Alex reached out with her slender fingers and took Sophie’s hand without warning. Sophie jumped.

      I gasped.

      “Sorry. I keep forgetting you don’t know me yet,” Alex apologized.

      “Who are you?”

      She tilted her head, “I am unimportant. Just helping out Noel.”

      “Noel?” I pointed at the sign over the counter, clarifying if we were talking about the same person.

      “Exactly.” She turned Sophie’s hand over and examined the ring on her middle finger. “I just wanted to see for myself.”  Sophie eyed her with a mixture of fascination and concern.

      Liz leaned in, peeking at the ring. “Is this it?” Curiosity was written all over her face.

      “How is Noel connected to any of this?” I wasn’t done with my interrogation.

      “You would be surprised,” the girl smiled again.

      The way she kept avoiding giving concrete answers made it hard to trust her.

      “Are you with Volpert?” I suspected the worst and didn’t mind speaking my thoughts for once. This young woman was holding my sister’s hand in hers, making assumptions and vague statements.

      “The demon? No,” she laughed as if I had said something funny. “I am on your side. Just biding my time till you are ready.”

      “Ready?” I wanted to know. “What for?”

      Alex effortlessly jumped to her feet and danced to the counter to take care of the forming line. We all stared after her.

      “Do you think she is trustworthy?” Sophie spoke first.

      “Good question.” Liz was still staring at Sophie’s hand. “May I?”

      Sophie took off the ring and dropped it into Liz’ waiting palm.

      “Amazing,” she commented as she turned it over in her hand.

      “Does it fit any of the descriptions from the story?” I asked, my mind half-attentive, the other half observing Alex as she was handling the coffee machine.

      “Not really.” Liz’ forehead wrinkled as she went through her perfect memory, reading item descriptions from what had been permanently stored there. “I clearly recognize the crest, though. No doubt this is from the Thompson family.”

      “It’s actually older than the Thompson family,” Noel joined our conversation.

      We all jumped at the unexpected addition, gawking at him. Where had he come from?

      “You.” Liz found her voice first.

      “Hello again, Elizabeth,” Noel greeted her.

      My jaw dropped even further. How did they know each other? And how did Noel know about the Thompson family?

      “Why did you have the girl deliver a message?” Liz asked, confused. “You knew where to find me. You could have just come to me.”

      Noel looked down at the three of us, smiling secretively. “True,” he agreed, “but the time wasn’t right.”

      “He is the man who brought the prophecy to me,” Liz explained what Sophie and I were wondering.

      “I am finding myself in a very interesting situation,” Noel spoke more to himself. “The time is right and yet it is still too early.”

      I didn’t understand at all what he was referring to.

      “So, you wanted to speak to me,” he addressed Liz again.

      “I did.” Liz stared at him as if she could unearth his secrets by merely looking at him.

      “What is it that you want to know?” He watched her shift in her chair, his face always kind and patient.

      I looked around. The coffee rush hour seemed to be over. Alex was leaning on the counter with a book in her hand. Except for a few occupied tables at the front, the shop had emptied.

      “We need to know more,” Liz said. “It so happens we might have come across the subject of the prophecy and every detail I can get could help save lives.” Liz wasn’t only referring to Adam’s pending appointment with the Council of Elders, but also to the last line in the prophecy—his love will save us.

      Noel looked over his shoulder before he sat down with us.

      “You found the one?” He sounded fascinated.

      “I might have.”

      Sophie and I were observing quietly. Noel had brought the prophecy to Liz. That meant he was on the side of the angels, otherwise, he wouldn’t have bothered to come to her and offer her this advantage in knowledge. Knowing where he stood made it a lot easier to accept what was going on without being worried sick.

      “Who is it?”

      Liz hesitated for a moment before she leaned forward. “Can I get a cup of coffee, please? I really haven’t slept much and it would help me think.”

      Noel laughed at her request and called over his shoulder, “Alex, please bring Elizabeth a nice cappuccino.”

      Alex looked up from her book, nodded, and was done within a minute. We sat in silence, waiting for Liz to get her caffeine.

      “Thank you,” Liz took the cup from Alex’ hand, took a sip, and started talking as if someone had flipped a switch.

      “It’s really fascinating. A long story, actually. Do you have time?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “I assume it’s safe to speak openly here, otherwise your barista and you,” she gestured at the counter where Alex had lowered her nose into the book again, “wouldn’t have wanted me to find you here and you wouldn’t have approached us.”

      She took another sip and continued even faster. “The person we are talking about has been going through a rough time, and he could need help. If we could only be sure the prophecy is about him, he might start believing in himself again. It could make all the difference.”

      Noel listened with interest. Sophie and I both had our mouths open, afraid to miss anything that was spoken.

      “My question is where you got the prophecy.” She bore into the old man’s eyes. “If I could only talk to the person who made the prophecy, they might be able to help.”

      “You are talking to that person.” Noel sat still and waited for us to process.

      “You are the prophet?” Liz goggled at him in disbelief.

      “I’m just a messenger. Prophecies are wicked things. They come to whom it pleases them. Today it’s me, tomorrow it might be you, or you.” He glanced at Sophie and me.

      “He, who fell and was reborn evil, will be awakened, and he will rise like a phoenix from the ashes. His shell will be black, but his heart will be golden and his soul will be light. The reborn’s life will be eternal and his power will be great, but his love will save us,” Liz quoted from the depths of her ingenious brain.

      “Is that what I foretold?” He smiled to himself. “It’s been so long I can’t even remember the exact words.”

      “Are you serious?” Liz wasn’t amused. “This is not a joke. We need your help.”

      “I remember the prophecy. Just not the exact words.” His smile faded. “Ask away.”

      “The one I am talking about used to be part-angel, but his dead mother had demon blood running through her veins. He was killed by demons and his demon heritage was triggered when his human-angel part died. He returned from the grave, but ever since, he isn’t the same. He is part-demon and his urges are those of a creature of the dark. Still, there is light in him. He remembers all of us. He remembers that he loves Claire, here.” She gestured at me and I felt the need to run home and hug Adam for his bravery. “How can we be sure it’s him?” was Liz’ first question.

      “Oh, that’s an interesting one.” Noel was intrigued. “Tell me more.”

      “What exactly do you want to know?”

      “How else does he relate to the prophecy?” Noel looked at each of us with big eyes. “I will know if it’s him when I hear the full story.

      Sophie glanced at me and took a sip of her now cold chocolate.

      “He fell from a roof when he was killed,” I started. “So he literally fell.”

      “He rose from the grave. Does that count as like a phoenix from the ashes?” Liz inserted.

      Noel remained silent.

      “He has black wings now instead of white, like before. Could be the black shell.”

      “He has great power. It’s like he kept all the angel powers and now has demon powers additionally.” Liz listed another point.

      We were taking turns interpreting how Adam fit the lines of the prophecy, both of us hoping Noel would recognize him.

      “His heart is golden and his soul, well what’s left of it, is stuck in my body. Since he marked me, a fragment of him remains with me.”

      “This is interesting,” he finally interrupted our desperate reasoning.

      We all waited for his verdict.

      “Part of his soul is with you,” Noel repeated.

      I nodded, not wanting to interrupt him with words of confirmation.

      “Even if the rest of his soul may have died when his human-angel life had ended there is a fragment of his soul which remains in the light.”

      “Is it him?” Sophie asked for the first time. Her hand was resting on her stomach.

      Noel gave her a meaningful look. “My first thought was no,” he disappointed us to a degree of despair.

      “Why?” Liz asked quietly.

      “He is a demon. His urge is to take lives, not to protect them. He’ll suck the light out of every other being if he gets the chance.”

      I shrank at his description of Adam’s supposed nature. Hadn’t I gotten to know a different side of him? A softer, more gentle, controlled side? One that was still hungry for my soul, but one that also craved me for who I was?

      “But he loves me. How can he be evil through and through?”

      “Exactly,” Noel agreed out of the blue. “The moment you mentioned that I was convinced, there isn’t any other creature like that.”

      “What also makes him unique is that he is the first known of his kind,” Liz’ nature as a Guard came through.

      “True. And the Council of Elders will soon want to meet him in person, I assume?” Noel was spot-on. How did he know of the Council?

      I pondered for a second before I shoved the question aside, eager not to miss a syllable of the conversation.

      “That’s why we need your help now more than ever,” Liz urged. “They have already decided they want to see him, and they will make him an example of his kind.”

      “So, is there hope for him?”

      “Assuming he is the one from the foretelling, there is hope for him.”

      A mixture of tension and relief rose in my body. “Is he?”

      “I need to see him, then I’ll be able to tell you.” Noel looked me in the eye, reading from my face how badly I wanted it to be true.

      “I am sure we can arrange for that.” Sophie took my words out of my mouth.

      It took a short phone call with Chris and Jenna, and they confirmed that Noel should head over as soon as he could.

      By the time we had agreed on a visit tonight after he had closed up, Liz had finished her cappuccino and Sophie and I our chocolates.

      “You know, that you found me means you are worthy,” Noel said to Liz on the way out. “Doesn’t matter if it was by accident. It still counts.”

      Liz laughed and shook the old man’s hand.

      “See you tonight,” he called after the three of us as we left his coffee shop.

      Jaden was particularly pleased with the way our meeting had turned out. No demons, no danger, no accidents. Plus, new information about the prophet. The Council would be pleased with him, and he was dependent on their benevolence.

      Adam, on the other hand, was brooding more intensely than usual. He had locked himself in his room—not that a simple, metal lock would keep any of the house’s inhabitants shut out, except for Sophie and myself—and stayed there all day, not wanting to see anyone.

      “It’s time for me to figure out what I’ll do if the verdict is that there is no hope for me,” he had muttered before he had closed the door in my face.

      Now I was sitting on the couch with Sophie and Ben, buried in worries of what he might do to himself if he found out he’s not the one mentioned in the prophecy. His almost depressive mood made me edgy and it drove me crazy that he wouldn’t let me console him. I would simply sit with him, talk, maybe hold his hand. It would have helped both of us, but he knew better. I grunted and leaned back.

      Ben looked up, a crease between his eyebrows, and scrutinized my face behind Sophie’s shoulders. He would feel what was going on with my emotions. This time it was purely about Adam. No attraction to Ben, no confusion in my heart. At least for the moment.

      Melancholy was decorating his young features as he blinked at me and shook his head, as if he had something to say, but couldn’t find the words. Maybe he would share if we were alone.

      Sophie was resting her elbows on her knees, oblivious to our silent conversation.

      “Can’t be long now,” she said as she shifted her posture to look out the window into the growing darkness of the evening.

      At that moment, the doorbell rang. There were footsteps in the hallway and then the sound of the heavy front door being opened.

      Jenna and Chris popped up in front of us, almost giving me a heart attack.

      “Welcome,” Geoffrey’s voice carried toward us. “The family is awaiting you in the living room.”

      “Thank you,” Noel said and I heard at least two people walking in the hallway.

      “Excuse me,” Geoffrey stuck in his head through the half-open door. “Your guests have arrived.”

      Guests? I thought it would be only Noel.

      “Send them in,” Chris said and sat down.
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      Noel entered the room first, followed by graceful Alex.

      “Good evening.”

      The Gallagers and Liz shook the two arrivals’ hands politely. All, but Adam. He was still in his room, hiding from the world. Jaden and Garreth were still invisible. I trusted they would be aware of what was going on.

      “Pleasure to meet you,” Alex’ satin voice caught my attention. Her hand was lying in Ben’s, both motionless. The actual greeting had obviously long been over but Ben didn’t let go.

      I nudged him in the ribs and he coughed and pulled back, shooting me a warning look. His behavior would have held my attention if it hadn’t been for the pending examination to see if Adam was the one mentioned in the prophecy.

      “I brought Alex, I hope you don’t mind. She drove me,” he explained, his eyes on Jenna and Chris.

      “Not at all,” Ben said quietly, like a complete fool, and I giggled nervously. He noticed and shut up, looking at his parents like everyone else.

      “It’s a pleasure to have you, Alex,” Jenna addressed her directly.

      “Shall we all take a seat?” Chris gestured at the couch and chairs.  “Geoffrey is bringing something to drink. Do you mind coffee?”

      “Coffee is fine,” Noel laughed.

      “Thank you for coming over,” Jenna said, “It means a lot to us that you are taking the time.”

      “Don’t mention it. I am glad I can be of use in my old days.” Noel dismissed her words with a wave of his hand.

      Geoffrey set a loaded tray on the table and disappeared.

      “I know it’s what you do way better at your shop,” Chris excused as he sat down across from Noel and Alex.

      He poured and handed cups to everyone before he took a small, round cookie off a white china plate.

      “So, where is he?” Noel asked without any further ado.

      “I am here,” Adam’s voice sounded from a dark corner at the back of the room.

      My eyes automatically started searching for his outline. What they found first were his glowing, green eyes, set like two pale, little stars in the darkness. My heart made a small leap. He hadn’t bolted like I had feared he might. Sometimes, despite all the worrying, it was easier to have all potential outcomes open, rather than being able to stop guessing about a truth you never wanted to learn. I cringed at the thought and focused on the fact that he was here. It wouldn’t take much longer and we would all know.

      “Thanks for coming,” Adam spoke from the shadow. His voice was controlled and polite, nothing emotional like it had been this afternoon when he had thrown me out of his room. Had he come to terms with himself?

      All eyes were directed at the corner next to the window, the immortals probably were able to see Adam’s face. Not like my weak, human eyes.

      Adam stepped out of the shadow and his silhouette appeared against the gray night sky.

      Sophie grabbed my hand, alert. It was her first encounter with new, dark Adam, and we all knew how uneasy she felt about him. I couldn’t blame her. If I hadn’t gotten to know a brightly shining version of him first, it would have been hard even for me, who was so fixated on his beauty, to see past his brooding and the dangerous aura he fashioned nowadays.

      “So you are Adam,” Noel mused as he watched Adam’s slow, deliberate steps. “What is it like, to die?”

      His question took me by surprise. What did that have to do with this?

      Adam settled down on the free chair farthest away from me, facing Noel and Alex.

      “Surprisingly easy,” he laughed without humor. “Once the pain fades.”

      Noel’s face was unreadable. It would have surprised me if even one of our interesting collection of people would be able to focus on anything besides him. The way his eyes were studying Adam from top to bottom, his wrinkly face set in stone. He never even blinked, that’s how absorbed he was.

      I wished I could understand what was going on, but all I could do—like the others—was be patient and wait for the verdict. There was nervous rustling of fabrics, a cough or two, a sigh.

      When breathing was becoming difficult from the tension in the room, Noel finally leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, his fingers rubbing the bridge of his nose.

      My eyes flickered to Adam for a second. He was perfectly still, but I could feel how he was boiling under the surface. Everything we were hoping for was dependent on the next words Noel would speak.

      The old man sat up in a sudden motion of youth and pointed at Adam. “You are an interesting one, aren’t you?”

      Adam unfroze, struggling to follow Noel’s train of thoughts.

      “You are supposed to be a demon, but there is so much love in you that no creature of evil could ever comprehend. You can. And you do. You are going as far as suffering willingly for the benefit of others. And yet, you doubt you are good.”

      Adam’s expression fell from calm and composed to a cross between wonder, disagreement, and shame.

      “You are capable of more love than you know. And your love will save you.” Noel continued.

      I flinched at the quick glance Adam shot me. It was the same tortured look he’d carried before he had challenged Ben to fight. It was almost as tormenting to see his face like this as it was to watch how Noel was drawing it out. Not that he would do it on purpose, I would never think that, but as he kept voicing his assessment, the tension in the room became tangibly thick.

      “How many lives have you taken?” Noel asked as if it was the most normal question in the world. It was a question we all had been dreading to ask. How many lives? Did I truly want to know the answer?

      Adam focused on the floor. “Human? Animal? Immortal? What exactly do you want to know?”

      It was obvious he was ashamed, but he was carrying himself with so much composure, despite the unique situation he was in.

      “Human lives, for a start,” Noel specified.

      Adam hesitated as if calculating in his head. “Less than a hundred, more than ten.”

      I shuddered at the numbers. That was a very wide range he was proposing. What disturbed me more, though, was that I could understand. He hadn’t known better. He hadn’t been himself when he had hurt those people.

      Jenna and Chris were sitting calmly. It wasn’t clear whether they were struggling to remain stoic as they were, whereas Ben’s horrified expression made it clear he was everything but happy about what his brother had just said.

      “Angels?” Noel continued.

      “Just one.” Adam looked up, trying to draw my thoughts with his eyes.

      There was an extended silence following his words. Noel studied Adam’s face without any accusation or judgment.

      I didn’t know what I was thinking. The situation had become a blur of emotions, one stronger than the other. Sophie shifted next to me, probably horrified by what she had learned about Adam. I was grateful she didn’t know the whole story; the bits and pieces Adam had shared with me about how he had tortured other beings...

      “Very well,” Noel got to his feet and crossed the distance between him and Adam with slow steps. I held my breath. “It seems you are the one my prophecy refers to.”

      Adam looked at him, wide-eyed, as if he couldn’t believe what Noel had just suggested. It was hard for me to comprehend either. After such a long time of wondering and worrying, those were the words we had all been waiting to hear. They meant he was going to be okay.

      Liz was the first to react. “That’s wonderful!” she chanted, grabbing Sophie’s hand, encouragingly. A smile of relief spread on Sophie’s face.

      I was still sitting, frozen, while Jenna and Chris jumped at Adam and hugged him before he could withdraw.

      “I knew it,” Chris claimed and Jenna nodded in agreement.

      Alex observed the younger Gallager son as Ben composed his face and clapped on his brother’s arm, appreciating Noel’s verdict, intrigued by the scene.

      Adam didn’t move while everyone was congratulating him on the news. He didn’t relax or appear relieved or happy. He was struggling with the amount of positive energy. Even I could see how difficult it had to be for him. His eyes were fixating on mine, the shame, the torment, the brooding weren’t there anymore, and there, for just a fraction of a second, while the look of hunger was fighting its way into his expression, there was a glint of hope.

      Noel had sat down again. He seemed to be resting. I only noticed because I had averted my gaze from Adam, not wanting to fuel his hunger by letting him see how much the flicker of light in his face had given me. It meant the world.

      “Are you okay, Pop?” Alex asked quietly, leaning toward him from her chair.

      “Sure, sure.” Noel smiled and closed his eyes for a moment. “I am tired.  This is hard work, and I am not forty anymore. I need to rest.”

      “I’ll get the car.” Alex got to her feet unnoticed by the others, who were still busy being excited.

      “Just a second,” Noel said and slowly got up, too. “I’ll be coming with you.”

      I rushed over to them, awkward, wanting to thank Noel and at the same time not wanting them to realize I had overheard their conversation.

      “Can I help?” I asked and brought everyone’s attention back to Noel.

      “Thank you, dear,” he answered and took a step toward the door. “It was a pleasure meeting you all,” he lifted a hand and waved.

      “Don’t you want to stay?” Jenna offered. “Have more coffee or dinner?”

      “Thank you very much, but I really need to rest.” He smiled a crooked smile.

      “I don’t know how to thank you,” Chris said and shook Noel’s hand in gratitude.

      “No worries,” Noel grinned, looking quite young as he did so. “Just make sure he never forgets what love is.” He turned and glanced at me. “His love will be his guiding light.”

      Alex rushed to his side to help him, leading him out the door. Before they crossed the threshold, Noel turned once more and eyed Adam seriously.

      “Only if you know light and darkness, will you see that they both hold their own treasures, but it is the touchpoint of day and night of our souls where transformation truly happens. That’s where we decide who we are.” With those words, they disappeared.

      The clicking sound of the front door informed us that they had left.

      “Wow, that was intense,” Liz commented and drained her coffee.

      She looked around and found us all equally relieved and relaxed. All except for Adam, who was showing that a new kind of burden was now resting on his shoulders. Now that it was clear he was the person in the prophecy, it also meant he would eventually save us, like it was written there, too. It was a responsibility Adam surely wouldn’t take lightly.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” Adam got to his feet and left the room at demon speed.

      “He’ll need some time to process,” Chris mused. “It’s not only a weight off his shoulders and  a reason for hope, it’s also a challenge.”

      Jenna and he shared one of their looks I so greatly envied them.

      “What is it he’ll save us from?” Sophie asked. Of course, her, who else? She was the only one who hadn’t had the honor to feel a demon’s wrath or know what exactly they were capable of.

      “Volpert, I assume.” Liz was the one who answered first.

      Despite all the things that had happened since Maureen’s warning, it hadn’t been too long since we had encountered the lady-demon at Greg’s party. We could basically expect a strike any day.

      “We need to start making plans how to meet Volpert when he strikes.”

      Ben and Jenna had sat down, directing their attention at Chris, who had started speaking. “And about the prophecy, can you make sure you see Noel again, Liz?”

      “Sure.” Liz straightened up a little, realizing that she still had a task in this supernatural gathering. “Maybe he can give us a hint about what type of thing it is Adam will save us from.”

      “Also it would be great to know who us is exactly,” Sophie added from her spot on the couch. “That might give us an indication who we should focus on most when it comes to protection.”

      “Great thinking.” Garreth and Jaden had appeared out of thin air, again almost giving me a heart attack. I was pleased to see I wasn’t the only one to react that way. Liz and Sophie had shrunk into the cushions as well, even less used to their sudden appearances than I was.

      “You know what just happened?” Chris asked without expecting an answer. “Adam was confirmed as the person in the prophecy.”

      “We observed everything,” Garreth said dryly. “Please carry on.”

      Jaden came to stand next to me, while Garreth sat down across the small coffee table from Sophie.

      “You have no idea how much easier it makes my task knowing that Adam will eventually turn out to be good.”

      “He is good,” I corrected.

      “Maybe.” Jaden smiled and pursed his lips as if he was holding back more words.

      “We need to make sure Adam is ready when the time comes,” Jenna said.

      “We need to make sure Adam has his guiding light.” Ben supported. He looked different somehow when he glanced at me, his eyes glowing softly. “That would be your task, I assume.” There was no hint of bitterness or pain in his tone. It was almost as if he was saying goodbye.

      It stung for a moment as I gazed into his eyes, unsure where his emotions had gone. There was still a string pulling lightly at a fraction of my heart, telling me that I needed to run to him. I didn’t.

      “I think he wants to be alone right now,” I answered Ben’s last words, ignoring whatever I felt or didn’t feel. “I’ll try to talk to him first thing tomorrow morning.”

      That was easy to say. To be honest, I didn’t have a clue what it was I should be talking to him about. How he felt about being part of a cryptic foretelling? Maybe about what he was planning to do to save us?

      Knowing he would have heard me, even from his room upstairs, I left it at that and hoped someone else would take over the conversation.

      “That’s alright. He’s been through so much.” Jenna again. “I am sure you’ll find the right words.”

      Liz stayed for a little while and kept discussing with the others, while Sophie and I both were exhausted from the day, the only difference, she had a real reason with her pregnancy, whereas I was mostly avoiding having to see Ben. I couldn’t lose the feeling that something had changed massively. Even though it wasn’t visible on the surface, it was definitely different.

      One of the others would fill us in about every detail the next morning, I was sure about that.

      “How are you?” I asked Sophie as we were laying down in bed.

      “I am not sure,” she sighed.

      “It’s a lot, isn’t it?”

      “It surely keeps my mind busy.”

      “How is the baby?”

      She was quiet for a minute.

      “Probably growing happily.”

      It was difficult to tell whether her words were bitter or if she simply sounded strained.

      “Your Adam is a big deal in this other reality,” Sophie changed the subject.

      Now it was me who remained quiet, pondering what she had observed.

      “If he’s the one who’s supposed to save us—from Volpert or whatever other danger is lurking out there—he must be excessively powerful.”

      She had no idea.

      “He is special.” It was all that I could think of to say. He was unique.

      I turned to the side and curled up in a ball.

      “Good night, Sophie.”

      “Good night.”

      

      The next morning I found a note on Sophie’s side of the bed:

      Gone out with Jenna and Chris, shopping for some new shirts - mine will be getting tight soon enough. Love you, Sophie

      She would be safe with Jenna and Chris. Garreth would be watching over her, too. There was no reason to worry.

      I took a long, hot shower before I got into my jeans and a pale-yellow shirt and tied my hair up in a knot at the back of my head.

      “Good morning.” Ben was on his way out the front door when I was coming downstairs.

      “Hi,” I waved, a little awkward, and stopped.

      “Are you having breakfast?” he wanted to know.

      It took me a moment to answer. I was going to have breakfast, but I was mildly worried he might want to join me.

      “So...” He looked at me expectantly.

      “I am. Are you heading out?”

      “Yes.”  He didn’t share his plans and I didn’t ask.

      “Have a good day, then.” I waved again.

      “Yeah, you too.” Ben smiled at me widely before he closed the door behind him.

      I shook my head and made my way to the kitchen. Geoffrey was there, preparing toast and jam.

      “Good morning, Miss Claire,” he inclined his head. “You look well-rested.”

      “Good morning, Geoffrey,” I smiled at the butler who kindly handed me a cup coffee. “I still need this, thank you.” I took the cup gratefully. “How are you today?”

      “Very well, Miss,” Geoffrey placed a plate with toast on the table for me next to a butter knife and gestured me to sit down. “Mrs. Gallager mentioned you would be having breakfast alone this morning. I hope it is agreeable that I set up on the small kitchen table.”

      I involuntarily had to laugh. After not being around Geoffrey for a while it was easy to forget how incredibly polite he was.

      “Perfectly fine, Geoffrey, thanks,” I said and felt very much out of place.

      He held a small silver tray with a glass of freshly made orange juice up at my side, “Allow me,” and waited.

      I took the glass and nodded appreciatively. “Thank you, this is wonderful.”

      “I am glad you are pleased, Miss Claire.” He stood there and watched me spread butter on my toast. “If you don’t mind, Miss, I have things I need to take care of.”

      “What things?” It slipped out before I could remind myself that this was the family butler. Was it appropriate to ask him about his plans?

      He smiled warmly at my question. “I have been busy cleaning up the feathers. They are everywhere in the house. It’s like the family had a huge pillow fight all over the place.”

      I swallowed. He was right, I hadn’t paid attention to it so much, but with all the angels coming and going in this house, the density of feathers indoors must be above average. “Sounds like a lot of work.” I had to fight to not sound distressed. Geoffrey knew the Gallagers were different, but not exactly how different they were.

      “It is. So if you don’t mind...”

      “Oh, please, don’t let me keep you,” I interrupted, glad not to have to explain why the place looked like a birdcage. Besides, I would feel a lot more comfortable if he wouldn’t be watching me eat.

      “Very well, Miss, have a nice day.” He bowed and left the room.

      I bit the toast and chewed while musing about what I had to do as soon as my stomach was filled. Adam would be up in his room, knowing it was only a matter of time until I came by.

      I still hadn’t figured out what I should say to him. Would I talk about how I loved him, again? About his demonic past? His brighter future? How does one address such topics? There wasn’t going to be an easy way, I was sure of that, so, hoping for a hint of inspiration, I drained the juice and headed back upstairs.

      The hallway seemed endless as I slowly set foot after foot until I faced the most significant door in the house.

      “Can I come in?” I asked without knocking.

      There was no sound inside but suddenly the door sprang open.

      “Sorry to disturb you,” I walked over the threshold hesitantly, concerned what mood I would find Adam in. Would there be a hint of the spark of hope left over, or would he have returned to brooding?

      “Good morning,” he greeted me from the windowsill. It seemed it had become his favorite spot in the room. I wondered if it was because he couldn’t really leave the house except for brief trips to the Gallager woods, teleporting back and forth.

      “How are you?” I settled on the couch and eyed him curiously.

      So far there wasn’t much hope visible in his features.

      “I am exhausted.” He sunk his head and looked at his hands as they folded in his lap.

      “Should I let you rest?” I was about to stand up and leave, but he suddenly was sitting next to me on the armrest.

      “No, no, no, please stay,” he said in his velvet voice. Despite the strain in his features, there was something else there, it was almost as if there was a sort of hidden happiness slumbering under the layers of worry and brooding.

      “Okay,” I leaned back, surprised he didn’t immediately take the opportunity to send me away again. Had Noel’s verdict finally gotten his mind straight about himself?

      “Last night was something.” He almost grinned as he leaned just a little closer as if he was sharing a secret.

      I wasn’t used to him being so normal. Normally he would stay as far away from me as possible, scared he would get tempted to take my soul. Today he was different.

      “It sure was.”

      “Never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined I would be part of a prophecy.” There was a mixture of amusement and worry resonating in his voice.

      “It didn’t surprise me,” I objected. Despite all the darkness in him, there was so much good, he just kept refusing to believe it.

      “The way you keep thinking of me as better than I actually am, humbles me.”

      “Your love will save us,” I quoted. “Don’t you think this means something? You will save us. You are meant to be good, you are meant to do good.” My arguments were all based on what Noel had said. “You are capable of more love than you realize.”

      I hoped my words would somehow encourage him to believe in himself.

      “What happened to last night’s Adam?” I asked, wondering where the flicker of hope had gone. “The brave one, who faces whatever comes his way?”

      “Brave? I’ve been running away since I’ve come to stay with my family,” he dismissed my reasons. “I am a coward. And a bad and uncontrolled one, too.”

      “The prophecy says your soul is light.”

      “I don’t have a soul.” Adam turned away for a moment, struggling to find the right words. “All that’s left of my soul, you carry with you. You are my soul.”  He looked at me again, his eyes longing, from behind strands of black hair.

      It was painful to watch how he kept putting himself down. Why couldn’t he see how Noel was right? I didn’t have to be a prophet to see how he was overflowing with goodness.

      “You still have a core that’s so much better than most,” I argued weakly.

      “That’s very kind of you to say,” he chuckled as if he wasn’t taking me seriously.

      “It’s the truth.” I looked him fiercely in the eye, making sure he understood I meant what I said.

      “You know,” he eyed me darkly. “It doesn’t matter. Even if you were right... it doesn’t change a thing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I still crave other beings’ souls. That’s how I survive. I am craving your soul right now.”

      There was the expression of hunger again, right in time to prevent a longer conversation. Today, I was determined I wouldn’t let it interfere.

      “You won’t hurt me,” I told him, sounding more convinced than I actually was, and laid my hand on his.

      Adam eyed me like I should know better.

      Why did he have to think so badly of himself? When I looked at him, all I could see was his glorious face with its angelic features. There was no trace of the demon he claimed to be.

      Hadn’t Jaden told me the other day to be true to myself, to trust myself? My heart knew best? As I was watching Adam’s fingers automatically intertwine with mine, it was as clear to me as a mountain lake that this was where I was supposed to be. He was who I was supposed to be with. Not Ben, not anyone else. Adam, the demon with a tender heart. The fragment of his soul was resonating within me, as if to tell me it concurred.

      “I trust you.” Without another thought, I leaned forward and my hand pulled his face toward my own. His head dropped willingly, eyes eager now with a different kind of hunger. The same hunger that was flooding my system and now seemed to envelop me from inside and out.

      As if he had changed his mind about being cautious, all of a sudden, Adam pulled us both to our feet, his arms caging me against him. It was like he was giving in to my words, handing it over to fate whether he would be able to control his hunger for my soul.

      He smelled like heaven. I inhaled greedily and pressed myself against him. The miracle of his return, and his perfection, never left me short of wonder. This time it was more, though. After all our struggles, being close to him, he felt so real. I was hyper-aware of every tiny shift in his posture, every small movement of his iron arms. I could taste every slight change of the atmosphere in the room. His skin felt hot on my face and his hands seemed to set my back on fire.

      For a fraction of a second, a streak of pain seared down my spine. I froze and my lips stopped midway before touching his soft, pale lips.

      “Adam?” I pulled away, staggering, and looked at him, trying to read from his eyes if it was him who was inflicting the burning sensation. His expression mirrored my shock. It was clear in his gaze that he had as little of an idea what was going on as I did.

      “Are you alright, Claire?” His voice reached me through a haze of fire as a rush of heat shot through my system.

      My back felt like it was being ripped apart. What was going on? If it wasn’t Adam who was doing this to me, then who was?

      “I don’t know.” My eyes searched the room wildly, looking for an answer. Maybe the demons had finally breached the Gallagers’ residence. But there was no one there but us and the pain. Wouldn’t the others be already at my side if Volpert and his clan had come for me?

      “Claire,” his tone was alarmed, “What can I do?”

      “Give me a moment,” I bent my head forward, fingers clutching his shirt with all their strength, and tried to breathe through the pain. It had helped before. Focus on the air that was slowly making its way in and out of my lungs.

      “You’re chalk-white.” I heard Adam like from a distance even though he was standing right there, in front of me, like an anchor.

      The burning sensation in my back had wandered up my spine and before I could react, the pain spiked between my shoulderblades. It was like somebody was cutting through my skin with a hot, iron knife. My hands grasped my shoulders in reflex.

      When they reached there, my fingers touched something soft. It was a familiar texture—light and flexible. I gasped.

      “Claire?” Adam’s voice carried through the haze in my head.

      I held up a finger, gesturing him to be patient. A moment or two was all I needed to get coherent.

      As I was breathing through the waves of pain, they slowly ebbed away. I could feel the fresh air rush into my lungs with a new quality. It was like taking a breath for the very first time.

      For a second, time stopped and gravity melted. I was weightless and timeless, I couldn’t describe it any better than that. I was now and any time at once, and I was here and everywhere. And I was me and I was Adam, and Adam was me, and we were one. And then the pain was gone. Instead, warmth was spreading through me. Gently and soothingly. And light flooded through me. It was coming from somewhere within me. A soft light, that radiated from underneath my skin.

      Startled by what I was seeing, I jerked upright, stumbled towards the unexpected weight that was pulling on my back, and fell onto something I had never felt before, and falling on it didn’t just hurt my legs where they hit it, it also hurt where it was hit by my legs.

      Slowly, I turned my head and laid eyes on a feathery triangle which was sticking out from under my calves. I stared at it in shock.

      My hands automatically reached down to examine it, and as they touched it, I felt the touch in my palms, but the triangle felt it, too. It belonged to me. It was part of my body.

      “What—” I couldn’t stop gawking. Those were feathers. The same type of feathers I had seen on Jaden and all of the Gallagers. How was this possible?

      A groan from the other side of the room claimed my attention. Adam. My head snapped up and I spotted him beside his bed, laying on the floor, black wings covering his face.

      “Adam?” Before I could get to my feet and walk to him, I felt squeamish for less than the blink of an eye, and I was there.

      My fingers were touching the one hand which wasn’t hidden under the feathers. “Are you okay, Adam?”

      His fingers twitched under mine. “What happened?”
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      Before I could conclude what must have just happened, there were noises in the room—and a cloud of concern, surprise, shock. I knelt next to Adam, unable to turn away.

      Adam rolled over, his hand never letting go of mine. His face was paler than normal, but there was a new expression on his face, one I had never seen there before. It was a mixture of admiration and exaltation. The interesting thing was I couldn’t just see it. As I was looking at him, I felt how every inch of his body was radiating joy. And there was a bit of confusion mixed into it.

      “You have wings—” he noted, his face unreadable.

      “I do,” I sighed, wondering how it could have happened.

      Carefully, I slid my hand out of Adam’s and got to my feet, this time prepared for the extra weight on my back. Energy rushed through me as I lifted my head and looked down at my body. My shirt had torn at the back, hanging loosely on the front. I instinctively clutched the fabric and straightened it against my body, embarrassed, but Adam wasn’t looking at my shirt. He was staring in awe at the pair of white wings on my back.

      My hand slid into his and he enclosed it with both of his.

      “This is good, isn’t it?” I searched for his approval. He had sat up and made his wings disappear. Now he was leaning on the edge of the bed, examining my suddenly changed physique, his green eyes glowing at me.

      “You are so beautiful.” He let go of my hand, got to his feet and sped toward me at demon pace, only this time, unlike before, I could actually make out every single step. He laid his hands on my cheeks and pulled me toward him, his lips gently touching mine.

      A wave of emotion rolled over me. It was something that wasn’t coming from within me. It was Adam’s. His affection and his love. For the first time, I felt them, and they were so strong it almost swept me off my feet.

      “I love you.” With another long kiss, he let go of me, his gaze lingering on my face. There was nothing dangerous about him now, not a grain of darkness I could feel.

      I stared back into his eyes. There was a light there that wasn’t his. It took me a moment to figure out it was the reflection of my eerily blue-glowing eyes. I shrank away from him, taken aback. Feeling the change in my body was one thing. Seeing artifacts of it was something different.

      “Are you alright?” he asked, concern creasing his forehead.

      I looked away from the blue reflection and pondered for a moment. Was I?

      “How is this possible?” I wondered, not really expecting an answer.

      We were standing, motionless, for a while, me following my own train of thoughts.

      I had wings. I was an angel. And I had just marked Adam. My heart quivered at the thought. Was this a good thing or a bad thing? Would the demons come after him because of me? Were we all in even more danger than before?

      “Breathe,” Adam pushed me off my road to panic. “Everything is okay.”

      He gently took my hand in his again and cradled it there for a second. There was something in the glowing spring of his eyes that was familiar. He gazed back at me as I was trying to figure out what it was, and something resonated inside of me.

      The longer I looked, the stronger the sensation got. I wasn’t sure if it was a physical sensation. It was more like a part of myself was communicating with a part of him, no words needed.

      I waited for it to be over, but the resonating continued. It integrated into my heartbeat, my breathing, my thoughts, until it became a background noise—a good one. I watched Adam’s face as he was observing me, eyes wide with fascination. Then it dawned on me that Adam now had a part of my soul.  Me marking him meant I had transferred a fragment of my soul into him, and a part of his soul was now within me.

      Of course, in this particular case, it was different. I’d already had a part of his soul from before, when he had marked me, and he hadn’t had a soul since the night the demons had killed him, neither his nor the fragment of mine, until just now, part of mine had settled inside of him once more—and maybe part of his had returned to him.

      My head swam from the technicalities of the situation.

      “Adam?” I dove out of my thoughts.

      “Yes, my love?”

      He was scrutinizing my face, his expression guarded.

      “Can you feel it?”

      He nodded and placed his palm on my chest, the same place he had put it to suck out my soul before. Just this time, he had no intentions of hurting me. The glow in his eyes disappeared and there was moisture gathering under his eyelids. The resonation reinforced until we were just two rafts floating side by side on the same current of energy. I placed my hand on his. There was no need for words.

      We stood there for a while, drowning in the union of our souls. It was a weightless and timeless state. If there was any proof that we belonged together, this was it.

      After a long, long silence, Adam drew back his hand.

      “Thank you, Claire,” he murmured.

      I resurfaced from the depth of the moment, questioning him with my eyes.

      “Your trust in me is a seed of good, and now you have given me the soil to grow it.”

      I returned his smile and I felt it all: his relief, awe, gratitude. He was transforming as we were standing there, the seed, as he had called it, growing into a little plant and branching out into every inch of his body. It was as if a veil of darkness was being lifted from him, light penetrating his entire being.

      With an open mouth and curious eyes, I observed, unable to think or act. It didn’t take long. A minute or less—suddenly it was difficult to estimate time spans, my perception had become so crisp and quick.

      He took a deep breath and blinked at me. “They are quite impressive,” he pointed at my wings as if that was the most natural thing in the world. “You should see yourself.”

      I was suddenly reminded of the extra weight on my back and turned around in an attempt to have a glimpse in the mirror on the wall behind me, as my feathery attachments touched a shelf, and Adam’s book collection hit the ground.

      “Ouch!” I flinched away from the wood and almost knocked Adam over in the process.

      He caught me around the waist and helped me stabilize myself.

      “I got you,” he whispered and chuckled lightly, probably remembering his first attempts.

      “We heard a crash up here...,” Chris’ voice claimed our attention. “Are you two alright?”

      He was taking in the scene, jaw dropping lower with every second. Jenna and Sophie were standing behind him in the doorway, peeking over his shoulder

      I could see them only partly, but I could hear them and feel them. I could probably even smell them.

      “What’s going on?” another familiar, distressed voice sounded beside me.

      I jumped at the sudden wave of emotion streaming over me from the side.

      “Jaden.”

      He was looking at me, magnificent and golden-eyed, his face turning from worried to serene.

      “Claire,” he whispered. There was nothing but honest astonishment there in his eyes. “If I had known...”

      “This is truly a surprise,” Chris commented from the doorway.

      We all nodded. Adam rubbed his fingers over the small of my back, careful not to touch my wings.

      “What is happening?” Sophie asked, confusion pronounced on her face. “Why do you suddenly have wings?”

      I looked around for an answer and came up blank. It was an impossibility. I was human. Sophie and I both were.

      As the first thrill of my transformation was wearing off, sudden panic set in. I turned to Jaden, searching for help, and smashed another row of books to the floor. It hurt a little bit at the long ends of my wings as feathers were torn from my skin. Flinching away from the sensation landed me in Jaden’s arms as he was trying to  keep me from falling.

      He grabbed me and set me back on my feet.

      “It’s all very new, I know,” he smiled an apologetic smile. “You’ll get used to it soon.”

      There it was, the feeling of being an animal, shying away from a cage. I hadn’t been prepared for this—any of it. I had just become even more a target of Volpert, simply by the fact that I was on the other side of the war, and this wasn’t a side I’d chosen any longer. It was by blood.

      Sophie was watching me with awe as I was stumbling back and forth between Jaden and Adam, trying to regain control.

      “Breathe,” Jaden instructed, holding me in place with what seemed like pure willpower, that was how light his hands were on my arms.

      Following his suggestion, I inhaled deeply. Oxygen rushed to my head and I was able to form a clear thought. I was safe with the Gallagers. They all had gone through this, and they would help me get through it, too.

      “There must be angel-blood running in our veins,” Sophie concluded after a long time of staring in silence, quicker in her assessment than anyone could have expected her to be, being so new in this supernatural world.

      “Strong blood,” Garreth added, as he popped up next to Jaden. “How could we have missed this, brother?” he put his hand on Jaden’s shoulder and pursed his lips. His face was unreadable as he glanced at Sophie, who was standing calmly, waiting for the two guardian angels to speak a verdict.

      Angel-blood. Maybe this was the reason why she had taken it all so well. She was meant to be part of this, the same way I seemed to be.

      “That’s a really good question.” Jaden stared at me, pride scripted in his features. He was allayed with only very few doubts at the back of his mind, at least that was what was streaming toward me from his direction.

      “Welcome to your new life.” He smiled at me.

      Why was nobody freaking out about this? “New life,” I mused. What did it mean, new life?

      “Will I become like this, too?” Sophie had stepped closer. Her eyes were now full of wonder and unspoken worry.

      I didn’t need to be able to read emotions to know what was going on inside of her. She was wondering if she would transform, too, and worried about what would happen if she didn’t. She didn’t want to be left behind.

      “It’s ok, Sophie.” I stepped toward her and pulled her into a hug. “You’ll be fine.”

      I sounded convincing. Though I could understand her worries. Now she was the only one in our midst who had an expiration date. I swallowed the lump of emotion which had been forming in my throat.

      “If you don’t mind,” Sophie pulled out of my arms, “I’d like to be alone for a little bit.”

      Reluctantly, I let go. It was understandable. I would feel the same way had it been the other way round.

      “I’ll be in the guest room.” She left without looking back.

      “Garreth,” Jaden only said his name, and my sister’s guardian angel turned on his heels. He was going to be with her. She needed him.

      “This changes everything.” He gave Jaden a meaningful look before he teleported out.

      This time, for the first time, I could see how his shape slowly lost density and became transparent before it vanished  completely. It was like seeing everything in slow-motion while being able to comprehend in time-warp.

      “She’ll be okay, right?” I asked Jaden.

      “I can’t tell the future,” he looked back at me, a mixture of concern and gratitude shaping his features.

      This was it. He was right. He couldn’t. But there was someone we knew who could.

      “Noel,” I said, and four pairs of eyes lit up with comprehension.

      “We should talk to him,” Jenna spoke what we all were thinking.

      And just like that, I had become part of the Gallager group-thought-process.

      “I’ll head over there this afternoon,” I suggested.

      “Fair enough,” Jaden agreed. “And we should fill in Liz. After all, she helped us the first time.”

      “I’ll call her, I am sure she’d want to be there when we see Noel again.” I offered.

      Chris and Jenna nodded. Adam was the only one who was quiet. The last encounter with Noel had been uncomfortable for him. I wondered if now that Noel had been proven right—that he was capable of more love and good that he had been giving himself credit for—it would be easier for him to face the prophet.

      I gave him a supportive smile and he nodded.

      “Anything that will help us take down those demons,” he said, and he was glorious in his fierceness as his determination was streaming through me.

      Jenna was watching me from the doorway, a smile on her lips. “Try to move them,” she encouraged, changing the subject back to new body parts.

      “Yes,” Chris supported Jenna’s idea.

      “How?” I looked around at four younger and one ancient angel and hoped for a useful answer.

      “They are part of you. You should be able to feel them.” Jaden chuckled.

      “Not helpful.” I gave him a dark look.

      His smile faded and he became serious. “Close your eyes,” he instructed. “Reach out with your mind and wander through what you are used to. The border to the new is easy to find.”

      I concentrated very hard on my shoulders. There were my muscles which were working harder than usual to support the extra weight, my skin which was bare and was stretching into new regions that hadn’t been there yesterday.

      Jaden was right. I found I could feel my new body parts like an attachment of pulsing energy, left and right of my spine. My eyes closed and the feeling grew more intense. I searched my way along the outline of the enormous feathery wings, and with the twitch of a muscle I hadn’t know was there, they slowly folded against my back.

      Chris clapped his hands, complimenting my efforts.

      “You know if Sophie manages to spread her wings, this means we finally stand a chance against Volpert,” Jenna said with a, for her, unusually smug expression.

      Something like hope radiated from her and ignited the little flame inside all of us.

      “Can it be done?” I asked, well aware I was suddenly considering thinking of my sister as a science project. “Is there a way to consciously trigger her wings?”

      “I don’t know exactly,” Jenna gave Jaden a look, like asking for help.

      He shifted and sat down on the couch, taking his time.

      “You know how there needs to be a catalyst in order to start the transformation.” He looked back at Jenna. “Not necessarily a person, more an emotion, strong beyond anything a person has ever experienced.”

      “Can’t we create something for her?” I tried, unable to come up with a concrete thought.

      Adam stroked my cheek gently. “Give her some time to process,” he suggested. “It’s a lot for her. Ian, then the pregnancy, now you... She must be going through extreme stress.”

      “Trust me, she is,” Jaden confirmed, and he would know. He and Garreth had been around us most of the time, seeing and feeling everything we did. And now, I would know the same, with my enhanced perception and my ability to perceive emotional climates, there would be no secret on her side.

      “If anyone can help us, it’s Liz,” Chris pointed out. “She knows our history better than we do. And with that amazing mind of hers, she will know if she’s ever stumbled upon anything related to triggering angel-powers.”

      “One more reason to call her,” I nodded to myself as the flame of hope was growing inside of me.

      “First things first,” Jaden interrupted me from getting too comfortable.

      All eyes turned to his golden appearance on the couch.

      “Claire needs to learn to control her powers.”

      My stomach jolted as I wanted to walk over to him, and I felt like I dove through the structure of the room, and  without setting one foot, I was there, right next to him on the couch, my wings sticking out awkwardly to both sides.

      Jaden chuckled at the expression on my face. “Not bad.”

      “It’s not like I was planning to teleport over,” I defended myself.

      “Still,” he pulled at one of my wings, forcing it to straighten out over his lap. “You did it instinctively. That’s a good foundation.”

      Jenna and Chris looked around the room, eyes stopping at the mess under the bookshelf.

      “Maybe out in the back garden?” Chris suggested.

      Adam nodded and started picking up book by book. “It would be nice to have a room to come home to after you are done with the basics.”

      There was humor streaming from him, and sarcasm. And I had a feeling I knew what was going through his head. Nobody had helped him through those first few hours of his angel existence.

      “Thank you for being here for me.” I took turns giving the Gallagers grateful looks. I knew they would know anyway, feeling everything I felt, but everything was still so new, that I wasn’t ready to just rely on communicating through my heightened emotional radar. Not yet.

      “Anytime, honey.” Jenna smiled and pointed out the door. “The sooner you learn, the better. Let’s go.”

      Chris and her faded from my view and Adam followed them after giving me a long look of admiration and wonder.

      “Okay,” Jaden got to his feet. “Ready?”

      I nodded, not knowing what to expect, and slowly stood up, concentrating very hard not to accidentally teleport.

      “Close your eyes,” he instructed.

      I did and was back in the strange feeling of having new body parts.

      “Think of the back garden.”

      Images flashed in front of my inner eye.

      “Is there a particular place you can visualize?”

      My mind pulled up a memory of the dead bush in the center of the garden. I nodded.

      “Picture yourself there.”

      Before I could visualize it, my stomach jolted and I scraped through the texture of bare branches.

      “Ouch!” I protested.

      As I opened my eyes, I was looking at the dead wood of the bush. Adam’s laugh touched my ears from the side.

      “Very graceful,” Jaden chuckled. He had teleported right after me.

      I was sitting in the middle of the bush rather than standing next to it as I had visualized, wings sticking out between the branches.

      “Not bad for a first attempt,” Jenna encouraged me.

      I grmpf-ed and climbed out of the dead plant’s grasp, flinching as some of the feathers were pulled out as I moved.

      “You okay?” Adam asked, eyes full of concern.

      I nodded.

      “Again.” I needed to learn as fast as possible.

      “Okay,” Jaden agreed. “The bench over there. Teleport over.”

      I closed my eyes and pictured myself sitting on the bench. This time my stomach didn’t have such a strong reaction. Instead of rushing through the time-space-continuum, I searched my way through it slowly until I felt the planks of the bench beneath me. I opened my eyes.

      “This was very good.” Chris praised my attempt.

      “Either you are a quick learner or you have very strong angel-blood,” Jaden tried to find an explanation. “Normally it takes freshly catalyzed angels days to do what you just did.”

      I grinned at him, a little smug.

      “You are incredible,” Adam came to sit beside me and placed a kiss on my forehead.

      “Time to make your wings disappear,” Jaden interrupted.

      I reluctantly pulled away from Adam and got to my feet.

      “How do I do it?”

      Jaden smiled. “You’re probably going to manage without my help.”

      I looked around, meeting Jenna’s and Chris’ expectant looks. I had no idea how to make wings disappear and I didn’t want to disappoint them. Adam stood beside me and squeezed my hand.

      “You can do this,” he encouraged. “Go by your instincts.”

      With a deep breath, I closed my eyes and searched for my wings. My mind reached out into the long ends, until I had a grasp on the dimension of the entire structure. There was pulsing energy running through them, like blood in my veins, they seemed to be supported by their own supply of power.

      Feeling them so intensely gave me an idea of how easy it would be to just spread them and take off into the sky. A new freedom I hadn’t had a chance to enjoy, and I would probably not be able to get a taste of until we were somewhere out of people’s sight.

      Focus. The borderline between the wings and the rest of my body was different from everything else. It felt like a membrane made of some dense fluid and silk. I could run the energy from my wings through it and it would make way for them. Just an inch at first, then, with a flutter, they retracted and all that was there was my bare skin.

      My hands reached over my shoulders to feel the spot, fingers running over the surface again and again. It felt the same as it always had, and different. It probably was the knowledge of what could expand from under the thin layer.

      “You did it,” Jaden cheered.

      “I knew you would.” Jenna and Chris said almost at the same time.

      “What’s going on?” another voice mixed into their words.

      I tore my eyes open and stared right into Ben’s. He was standing next to Jaden, a mixture of curiosity and hope written on his features.

      He stared for a long while, his eyes searching mine for something, then his glance fell on the destroyed bush in the center of the garden.

      “Looks like I missed all the fun,” he shrugged and sat down on the bench.

      “Seems like our team here is stronger than we thought,” Chris explained the situation. “Claire catalyzed earlier today. There is angel-blood running in her veins. And Sophie’s.”

      Ben didn’t look as surprised as would have been adequate.

      “She just made her wings disappear at will for the first time,” Adam added with a proud face.

      “You look different,” Ben examined Adam’s expression and his entire appearance while Adam involuntarily broke into a grin.

      “I feel different,” he confirmed Ben’s observation.

      Ben scrutinized Adam’s face for a moment before his lips curved into a wide smile and he jumped to his feet to hug his brother.

      The rest of us were watching the two young men with a mixture of confusion and wonder. Even though I was glad about their evident make-up, still, I couldn’t shake the suspicion I was missing something. It seemed too easy.

      Jenna and Chris shared a look of approval as Adam clapped Ben’s shoulder in a gesture of forgiveness, no further words seemed to be needed.

      “What else can you do?” Ben asked me after he had let go of Adam.

      “She can teleport,” Jaden answered for me. “And she seems to be a perfect tool to shape a path through scrubs and bushes.”

      Heat rose in my cheeks as everyone turned their heads to the damaged plant and they all laughed, a new lightheartedness in all of their voices.

      It took a couple more times of trying before I was able to make my wings appear and retract them at will. Overall it was pretty easy. Jaden promised he would take me to an unpopulated region soon, so I could learn how to fly.

      “At your speed of learning, you’ll probably have developed your full set of skills by the end of the week.” He glanced at me from the side.

      The sun was setting and we were walking back inside the back door. Chris and Jenna had left a while ago with Ben. Adam was walking in front of us, looking at me over his shoulder every few seconds as if to make sure I was still there. Every time I met his gaze, a horde of butterflies rose in my stomach, just to be blown away by a hurricane of emotion radiating off of Adam. It was enough to make it difficult to focus on what Jaden had to say.

      “Within a couple of weeks, you probably won’t need me anymore.” Jaden’s voice caught my attention.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’ll be a fully developed supernatural. You won’t need my protection the way you did as a human.” He sounded weary with a hint of nostalgia.

      I stopped and looked into the golden depth of his eyes. “I will always need you,” I consoled him. “If not as a protector, I’ll need you as a friend.”

      For a moment there was a soft glow in his eyes. I caught a wave of feelings which made it clear the friendship was mutual.

      “Excuse me, if I need to leave for a couple of hours.” He smiled. “I need to inform the Council about the newest developments.”

      Before I could react, he was gone.

      Adam was holding the door for me.

      “He’ll be back,” he reassured me with a perfectly calm voice.

      From the moment I had spread my wings, Adam had changed. It was clearly visible in his every movement, his every word. The spark of good I had seen in him before was growing brighter by the hour, and the force of emotion rolling off of him had reached an almost overwhelming strength.

      We looked at each other, both fully aware of what was going on with the other. My changed physique seemed to make it possible that I loved Adam even more.

      “Now you finally can understand how deep my love for you is,” he whispered, the perfect smile still caught on his flawless lips.

      Despite the positive effects my transformation had on our odds against Volpert and his clan, everything was still fresh. I was exhausted from testing my skills and the continuous stream of emotions hitting me from all directions. I wished I had the excuse that I was only human, but that seemed to be passed. I wasn’t. Not anymore. I was an angel. And my transformation had affected Adam. The Council had to take that into consideration.

      “What do you think they’ll make of this?” I asked, ignoring his declaration.

      “I wish I knew.”

      He gestured with one hand for me to walk inside and I set into motion without another word. Jaden would update us as soon as he was back. Or so I hoped.

      Adam’s gaze was glued to my face as I walked past him. The smile had faded, and my own concerns were mirrored in the spring-green of his eyes.
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      “I know it’s late, but we really need to talk to you,” I muttered into the phone.

      Liz’ voice was only partly amused at the time of day I had called her. After dinner and hours of guessing, it was time to bring in someone who might have some knowledge which would help us.

      “Give me a couple of minutes to get dressed, and I’ll be heading over shortly.”

      It would take her a while to get here.

      “Hold on,” I looked around the table and Jenna nodded willingly. “Jenna is coming to get you.”

      “Alright.”

      I could hear her slipping into clothes before I hung up. My enhanced senses were incredible. The rustling of the leaves in the park in front of the house, the water gurgling in the pipes when Geoffrey worked in the kitchen, feet brushing the stairs as Sophie headed up to get a sweater, I heard everything.

      Any of us could have teleported up to get it for her—no need to overstrain herself in her condition—but she insisted on doing things herself. It wasn’t just the normal pride which would keep people from asking for help. This was different. Sophie now was the only human in our group and she kept pointing out she was going to do things the human way as long as she was human.

      It was clear how much it was bugging her that it was me who had transformed first and not her. And of course, there was doubt growing inside of her if she was ever going to become like the rest of us.

      Her genes were working in her favor. Garreth had even voiced the theory that the hardships of our past might have been the reason why it had taken me so long to begin with.

      “I’ll be back with Liz in a minute.” Jenna got to her feet and faded out of the room.

      The rest of us sat in silence. I closed my eyes and let my mind wander. Instead of calming down and relaxing, my mind pulled up images of Maureen. The way she had threatened us at Greg’s party, it couldn’t be too long until Volpert would come after us.

      “Are you okay, my love?” Adam shifted beside me, his hand squeezing my arm.

      I nodded. The thought of the demons was scary, even now that I wasn’t just a glass doll in their eyes anymore, but there was also a sense that I would at least take some of them down with me if I had to die. If only we could get Sophie to reach the same state I had, she and her unborn child would stand a chance.

      “Hi,” Liz’ rich voice filled the room and I returned to the here and now.

      “Hi, Liz,” I jumped to my feet and hugged her. “Thanks so much for ditching your beauty sleep in order to help us.”

      She had to smile. “What’s so important it couldn’t wait until tomorrow—” she checked her watch, “—or at least a couple more hours. It’s two in the morning.”

      Chris shook her hand and Ben waved at her. “Nice to see you again.”

      “Who are you?” Liz eyed the chestnut-braided, violet-eyed man standing behind the sofa.

      “This is Garreth,” Chris introduced him. “Sophie’s guardian angel.”

      Garreth flashed his pearly white teeth at Liz but remained silent. He had agreed to letting Liz in on the secret of who he was, but he still wasn’t perfectly comfortable acting human. He had been invisible as a guardian for too long.

      “It’s an honor to meet you, Garreth.” Liz’ face changed and she had that utterly respectful expression in place within a fraction of a second.

      Garreth just nodded at her and looked up at the ceiling. I followed his gaze and made out Sophie’s footsteps above us.

      “I’ll go get her,” he said. “She should be here when we discuss her options.” And he disappeared.

      “Okay,” Liz looked around. “What’s going on?”

      It hadn’t taken her long to catch on to the split emotions in the room. There was  good news and bad news and they were washing all over us.

      “Liz,” Chris gave her a long, probing look. She looked tired and curious, but mainly tired. “Maybe you should sit down.”

      Liz walked across the room and took a seat beside Jenna. “Okay. Shoot.”

      “Claire has angelic heritage.”

      It wasn’t Chris who spoke, it was Adam.

      Liz sucked in a breath and slowly exhaled, her eyes flickering back and forth between Adam and me.

      “Well, first of all,” her eyes stopped at Adam. “You look better. And second: What?”

      “It’s true,” I jumped in. “We found out just today.”

      “How did you find out?” Liz’ eyes were now on me, boring into mine with a mixture of curiosity and disbelief.

      “Maybe it’s best if you show her,” Chris encouraged.

      I had practiced spreading my wings in the back garden, but I wasn’t sure if I wasn’t about to take down another piece of furniture if I did it in the living room.

      Jenna nodded.

      “Show me what?” Liz looked around.

      I stepped forward and said a quiet goodbye to my shirt.

      “This.” With a wave of controlled energy, I released my wings. They didn’t sprout as elegantly as Garreth’s but they didn’t explode out of my back the way Adam’s did. It was more like a fast uncurling. None of the furniture got hurt.

      Liz’ jaw dropped and her eyes popped. “What!?”

      I had to smile at her expression. “You look as surprised as I was.”

      It took Liz a moment of staring until she was able to regain composure. “When did this happen?”

      She was still eyeing me in disbelief, but it was more subtle now. There was respect in the way she addressed me, the same type of respect she had been showing the other angels.

      “Just this afternoon,” I answered her question and focused on the membrane between my back and my wings until the feathery attachments retracted and disappeared, then walked over to sit next to Adam. “It’s all still very new to me.”

      Liz watched me as I leaned back on the couch and rested my hands in my lap.

      “If you are... that means...” She turned her head as Sophie walked in the door, Garreth at her heels, crossed the room, and sat down next to me.

      “Hi Liz,” she said as she passed our one hope to figure out how to catalyze her own transformation.

      “You are, too?” Liz asked Sophie, without returning the hello.

      Sophie answered Liz’ expectant gaze with a frown.

      “If I was,” she said with a bitter undertone, “do you honestly think I would still take the stairs?”

      Liz’ face lit up with comprehension. “So, to sum it up: Claire and Sophie have angelic heritage. Claire transformed today and Sophie hasn’t transformed. Correct?”

      “That’s exactly why we need your help.” Chris nodded to confirm her summary of the situation.

      “This is so exciting,” Liz almost bounced in her seat like a little girl under a Christmas tree. “I never thought I would meet so many angels in my life. This is practically a room full of angelic blood.”

      Sophie and Adam grimaced at the same time, their own little disagreement rolling off of them.

      “I am not an angel,” Sophie corrected.

      Liz smiled widely at her. “Not yet—it’s only a matter of time,” she voiced exactly what I was thinking. Time we didn’t have, though.

      “And I am not an angel either,” Adam disagreed with Liz’ statement.

      His argument gave her a minute to think.

      “Not anymore, and still you are somehow.” She eyed him with deepest respect and amazement. “Excuse me for being so bold, but there is something new there in your eyes. Something that wasn’t there last time I saw you.”

      Adam lowered his head and glanced at me from the side. A small but continuous stream of gratitude was flowing toward me, enveloping me as I watched him.

      “That something would probably not be there if it wasn’t for Claire,” he voiced his feelings and confirmed what I had been so clearly receiving through my new ability. “If Claire hadn’t marked me, I would still be the soulless monster I’ve been for the past months.”

      I shuddered as a flicker of desperation and self-revulsion mixed into Adam’s aura. My hand instinctively reached over to take his.

      “You marked him?” Liz interjected into my thoughts.

      I nodded.

      Liz’ eyes bulged as she was looking back and forth between Adam, Sophie, and me. “This is even more fascinating than I thought.”

      After a moment of just looking, she retreated into her head and her eyes were wandering from side to side, reading from something she had once seen and stored forever in that brilliant mind of hers.

      Jenna and Chris exchanged a look of curiosity while Ben leaned back in his chair and played with his sleeve, wearing an absent smile on his handsome face.

      “What is she doing?” Sophie asked quietly.

      “Liz has an eidetic memory,” I reminded Sophie. “She is probably scanning half the Guard’s library in her head right now. It’s absolutely amazing what she can do.”

      “She is human, though, right?”

      “Yes.”

      Sophie’s face lit up a little bit as she saw what a human could be capable of. All those supernatural creatures filling the room, and in the end, we were dependent on the knowledge and ability of a human. Even if I hadn’t just transformed, it would have consoled me to know our world didn’t need to rely upon anyone but the human beings who, with their gifts, were able to fend for themselves and their loved ones.

      “Nothing on marking a demon,” Liz returned from her reading trip.

      I wasn’t surprised. Actually, I hadn’t even thought of asking her about what that meant for us. Priority was to get a full assessment on Sophie’s situation.

      “That’s not so much what we need the help with,” Jenna cautiously steered Liz in the right direction, “even though it would have been great to know more about it. What we were actually hoping was to find out if there is a way to trigger Sophie’s wings.”

      Liz leaned back in her chair, her emotions spilling into the room like a tidal wave. Insecurity and consideration paired with concern for Sophie.

      “You want to jumpstart her transformation?” she rephrased.

      “Is it possible?” It was Garreth who asked the one question that was on all our minds.

      Liz shifted in her chair. “You are aware of the condition she is in?”

      “Of course.” Garreth folded his arms across his chest and put on an expression as if Liz had just offended him.

      “Excuse me,” Sophie interrupted. “I am right here,” she reminded us. “You might want to first ask me if I’d even want that.”

      Shame displayed on Liz’ features when she realized that the only person in this room who had a say in this was Sophie. We all did. Even during our discussions over dinner none of us had asked her directly if she wanted to become an angel. Even if there was the natural thought why it had been me who had transformed and not her, that didn’t mean she would want it to happen right now. She had other things on her mind.

      “I am sorry,” Liz apologized and got to her feet. “It’s rude of me to assume.” Her face was almost solemn. She knew she had upset an angel—catalyzed or un-catalyzed—and as a Guard, she truly didn’t want to hurt any angelic creature, no matter how human they still were. “How are you doing, Sophie? How is the baby?”

      Sophie was a little taken aback by the sudden change in Liz’ demeanor. She knew about the Guard and what it meant for the angels and part-angels in this world, but she hadn’t actually experienced one of them in action. It must be strange and distressful for her.

      “Better,” she muttered. “Morning sickness is gone completely.”

      “I am glad to hear that.” Liz smiled and walked over until she stood right in front of Sophie. “How would you feel about transforming?”

      Sophie hesitated for a long moment, surprised how serious Liz had taken her remark.

      “Actually, I don’t know,” she admitted. “It’s all a little much.” She knew she didn’t need to worry about hiding things from us. We all felt how she was quarreling with herself, trying to make up her mind about what was best for her and the baby.

      “I understand.” Liz patted Sophie’s shoulder once and returned to her chair. “Should I go looking for answers?” she was asking only Sophie this time, the way she was looking at her, making clear no one else’s opinion would be taken into account.

      “So, you haven’t heard or read about it before?” Sophie asked in return.

      “That’s not what I am saying,” she smiled knowingly, “but there is a lot there in my own personal library,” she tapped her forehead, “and I am only going in there to put together what I have, if you want to know.”

      Sophie smiled. There was a weight falling off her shoulders. The weight of being left behind, of being insignificant between everyone else—a feeling I knew only too well. I had lived it for many months since Adam’s first moment as an angel.

      “I do.” Sophie smiled back at Liz and there was a sudden understanding between the two of them.

      “Alright,” Liz looked around at the rest of us, who were all holding our breaths. “This might take a while.”

      “Take your time,” Chris said and got to his feet. “I’ll get us some coffee. I know it’s an ungodly time of day and we couldn’t appreciate more that you are here to help out—again.”

      Liz gave him a smile and her eyes started reading from invisible books again.

      “Convenient,” Sophie commented. “I wish I could take everything I read in like that. I would never fail an exam again.”

      “You’ve never failed one even without perfect recall,” I reminded her.

      She looked at me and a smug grin spread on her face. “True.”

      The room was very quiet for a long while until Chris returned with a tray full of coffee cups.

      “I’ll take one,” Liz said and made us all jump as we were each grabbing a cup. Except for Sophie, Chris had brought a glass of hot milk for her.

      Jenna handed Liz a cup of coffee while all our eyes were resting on the Latina’s face.

      “And?” Sophie was the first to speak.

      “There’s not much there,” Liz admitted. “What little I’ve read in the scripts and books is all very vague and, of course, there is no reference to a transformation of a pregnant woman.”

      Hope was filling the room as Liz spoke. It was disseminating from all of us, except for Sophie

      “But there is a way?” she asked cautiously.

      “It appears so.” Liz was obviously taming her usual enthusiasm.

      “Is it dangerous?” Jenna wanted to know. She looked back and forth between Sophie’s eyes and Sophie’s belly.

      “That’s a good question.” Liz looked at the floor. I was certain there was more than what she had just shared.

      “How is it done?” Sophie’s eyes were curious and full of fascination.

      “That’s the thing,” Liz admitted. “It never has been done. There are speculations.”

      “What are the speculations?” Garreth asked from his position in the back.

      Liz took a deep breath that made me worry about what she had to say.

      “Most people who carry the angel-gene don’t know about it. Most of them never catalyze and transform. That said, the few who do transform almost exclusively have very strong angel-blood. The stronger the heritage, the more likely a transformation.”

      Liz looked around to check if we could all follow the logic.

      “Your heritage must be extremely strong, given that you transformed despite the tragedies you have confronted in your life. That must have been a very happy moment that triggered your wings.”

      The way she was looking at Adam and me made me feel like I should blush, but it wasn’t like that. It had been a perfectly innocent moment. Adam put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me toward him. As I glanced at him from under my eyelashes, his expression suggested that a not-innocent moment would be something he would like very much. My stomach fluttered.

      Ben cleared his throat and I forced my attention back to Liz.

      “So, the likelihood Sophie will transform by herself is quite high.”

      “That’s good, right?” Sophie asked.

      “It is,” Chris agreed. “But it doesn’t answer the question of what the speculations are.”

      “Right,” Liz continued. “It is said in one of the old books that angels can be made.”

      “What does that mean?” Sophie again.

      “To interpret it loosely: there is someone who can trigger the transformation when it doesn’t occur naturally.”

      “Great,” Ben clapped his hands. “Let’s go talk to them.”

      Liz laughed at his reaction, then covered her mouth, embarrassed. “I wish it was that easy,” she said, trying to find composure. “The book doesn’t say a name or where to find them.”

      “You could ask your fellow guards,” Ben suggested, making it sound so easy.

      “I could,” Liz agreed without laughing this time. “But even if we found them, the book says the transformation is risky.”

      “Risky?” Sophie rested her hand on her stomach protectively.

      “See, supposedly only those who are made to become angels ever transform. The others don’t. And if the transformation is forced, there is the risk that someone who wasn’t meant to become an angel dies. ”

      We all exchanged looks.

      “If that happens, they are destroyed. Not just their body, also their soul. They simply cease to exist.”

      The room was suddenly quiet. Not one rustle of fabric, not one move of arms or legs. No one even blinked.

      “Is there a way to know if someone is made to become an angel?” Sophie was the one brave enough to think further. “I mean, if someone has angel-heritage, doesn’t that mean that they are made to become angels—they practically are, just not transformed yet?”

      Liz gave her a long, measuring look before she answered. “Good question.”
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      It was almost dawn when Jenna took Liz back to her house.

      “Thanks again,” I hugged her.

      There was a new bond between us now. Not just the common knowledge about this supernatural world around us, but I was now a living, breathing part of the secret she was protecting.

      “Let me know when you are going to see Noel,” she asked before they teleported out.

      Talking to Noel was the next priority on my list—after a couple of hours of sleep.

      Chris and Ben had already retired upstairs. Garreth had walked Sophie up to the guest room. She was taking things considerably well. Despite Liz’ information, we really had nothing to go on when it came to helping her transform, and now that we knew how dangerous it could be, we were all considering not even searching for whoever it was that could trigger angel wings.

      “You look worried,” Adam took my hand as we slowly made our way toward the stairs.

      We could have simply teleported up, but getting alone-time with Adam was difficult enough, so I wanted to use every second.

      “Sophie will need us all more than ever.”

      “And we will all be ready to support her with anything.”

      Adam’s eyes glowed gently as he stopped at the bottom of the stairs and pulled me against his chest. My heart stuttered.

      “You are incredible,” he whispered.

      I felt his emotions wash over me. There was admiration and love streaming at me—and hunger. With a quick motion, I pulled out of his arms, measuring his expression.

      He stared back at me with the slightest hint of blankness.

      “I am still a demon,” he apologized. “And I am hungry.”

      I flinched at his words.

      “But not for your soul, not for any soul in this house.”

      His words surprised me. The way he spoke about his need to feed was new. It was almost as if he was speaking about someone else.

      “I’ll be heading out to the Gallager forest, I guess,” he smiled.  “Sleep well, my love. See you tomorrow.” And with a quick kiss on my forehead, he was gone.

      I slouched up the stairs, feeling mentally exhausted. Without a question, I would be able to run a marathon and outrun everyone, even after such a long day. My physique had not just changed when it came to the new appendices, there was a strength in my muscles that could probably tear down the house with bare hands. It was pulsing through me with every lazy step I was deliberately taking, each of them a homage to the weak human self I had been twenty-four hours ago.

      When I reached the top of the stairs, I felt like trying the full angel speed to compare what I had been to what I had become. I turned around to head back down. When I took the first step, I noticed the front door opening. I hesitated and took it slower than what I knew must have been possible. By the time I arrived at the bottom, the heavy wooden door hadn’t swung open completely. It must have been less than two seconds. Still fast for reduced speed.

      “Experimenting?” Ben asked with a boyish grin as he slid inside.

      “Just a little.” I returned his smile.

      He looked different. Happy somehow. Most importantly, when I took in his emotional climate, there was nothing there that would make me uncomfortable. He simply was Adam’s brother, no hidden agenda, no secrets... Or were there?

      He watched me as I was reading him.

      “Satisfied?” he asked, grin still in place.

      There wasn’t an adequate answer to that, so I just shrugged. “I was heading to bed,” I offered a way out of the conversation, so it didn’t need to get awkward again.

      He nodded but didn’t move.

      “Actually, Claire,” he reached out and touched my arm. “Do you have a minute? There is something I’d like to show you.”

      I shrugged again, not knowing whether or not I liked his proposition.

      “Please come with me.”

      He walked past me, human speed, and led the way upstairs along the hall toward a door I hadn’t entered since he had been injured in the last strike against Volpert. I followed him hesitantly, unsure what to expect. Hadn’t I once faced an avalanche of drawings of me between those walls? I remembered the awkwardness of that moment and wanted to run.

      “No need to worry,” Ben called over his shoulder as he crossed the center of the room and shoved the heavy green curtain which was parting it aside.

      I stopped at the history-loaded fabric, reluctant to set foot into the part of the room which contained his bed.

      “I am serious,” he chuckled, “No reason to worry.”

      How I hated when people said that. It made me worry even more. With a deep breath, I found the courage to step toward him.

      When I peeked around the curtain I noticed that, unlike previous times, there wasn’t any artwork on the walls. Instead, there was a large, leather-bound folder sitting on sapphire-colored sheets of the heavy wooden bed. Ben was leaning against one of the carved bedposts, smiling.

      “You look like you are facing Volpert himself,” he commented on the expression on my face.

      “Probably worse,” I went for honesty. What use was there in hiding how I felt? “With Volpert, I know what to expect.”

      I glanced at the folder, trying to assess if there were more inappropriate drawings of myself in there, but Ben was blocking the view.

      “So, what is it you have to say?”

      Ben let himself sink onto the edge of the bed.

      “Do you remember how I told you that the way things are—you with Adam, and not with me—that’s how it has always been meant to be?”

      Of course I remembered the strange conversation we’d had in the Gallager kitchen. I nodded, not comprehending what he was trying to tell me, and waited for his words to make sense.

      “Well, that’s because it has,” he explained in a rephrase.

      “What do you mean?” It was difficult to follow his thoughts, even with my new, improved senses, he was a mystery. “How do you know?”

      “That’s because I made the prediction.”

      “You made the prediction?”

      “Yes.” His voice was husky.

      “How can you know?”

      He looked up at me. “Because I saw it.”

      “What do you mean, you saw it?”

      “Do you remember how Noel said prophecies are wicked things? They come to whom it pleases them.”

      I remembered. He knew from my expression that I did.

      “They come to me sometimes,” he grimaced. “At least they used to.”

      “You are a prophet?” I almost screamed.

      He lifted his shoulders and let them fall in a cross between a shrug and an uncomfortable shift.

      “Do the others know?”

      He laughed darkly.

      “If they haven’t before, now they know.”

      I shot him a questioning look.

      “Supernatural hearing,” he helped me comprehend.

      Naturally, everyone in this house would hear our conversation. Except for Geoffrey and Sophie.

      I sat down next to him, feeling a desperate need for physical support.

      “You knew this would happen.”

      “I did.”

      “All of it?”

      “Not all.” He was observing his fingers while he spoke, twining them and untwining them. “Just the milestones.”

      “Milestones?”

      “That you would be my brother’s death.” He was still playing with his fingers, keeping himself busy so he wouldn’t have to look at me. “But I’ve shared that before.”

      “How did you know?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to believe him.

      “I had a dream.”

      “I have a lot of dreams,” I mocked. “Not any of them ever becomes true.”

      “If it only were like that, Claire,” he sighed. “Those dreams are different. It’s like walking right through them. I can feel everything, I can see everything, I understand everything. It’s like I am in a different dimension. I would have passed it for just a dream if it hadn’t been for another prophecy that had come true before.”

      “What other prophecy?” Now he needed to prove it.

      “Adam and Maureen.” He took a deep breath before he continued. “I knew before they met and I knew her name and what she looked like. You can imagine how surprised I was when Adam brought her to a party one day.”

      The scene developed before my inner eye as he was speaking. Maureen, the black-haired demon girl, beautiful and vicious, and what Adam had told me about her. About the night of the party, when he’d had the first emotional glimpse of me.

      “Imagine how I felt after the dream of you in connection to Adam’s death, and shortly after, he brought you home.” He fell silent.

      I remembered that first meeting. The cold and hostile glare in Ben’s eyes, the recognition—

      “You really knew,” I concluded

      “Why do you think I wanted you out of his life so badly?”

      Suddenly, it made perfect sense that he had loathed me so much, that he had kicked me out of the house when I had come to appeal to Adam that we should be together, not apart.

      All I could do was stare. I didn’t care if it was appropriate or not.

      “Did you know he was going to return?”

      “Not at that time.” Ben was very cautious not to look up.

      “Not at that time? When did you know?”

      “The night before he did.”

      All the bottled-up emotion from the day broke out of me as he spoke the words.

      “You knew Adam would return and you didn’t say anything?” I almost screamed at him. “Why for the love of God didn’t you say anything?”

      I was surprised there wasn’t any steam streaming from my nostrils as I was unloading my anger and disappointment on him.

      He sat very still for a moment, deliberating, then he finally looked up, eyes liquid steel and face vulnerable. “I didn’t want to lose you.”

      Shame forced my outburst to stop dead. He was offering the truth and I was judging before even hearing him out.

      “Lose me?”

      He smiled as if it was self-explanatory.

      “Help me out here, Ben,” I requested. “You hated me. What made you change your mind?”

      “I knew I had to be there for you after his death. I saw it. Us together. It was the key to your survival.”

      I choked on his last words. “My survival? Don’t you think that’s a little far-fetched? Wasn’t it Jaden who was there for me in the beginning when it was the worst? I can’t remember you sitting through those first dark hours with me.”

      Ben gazed at me without blinking. “No, it wasn’t me. But I can only tell you what the prophecy says.”

      “So, what does it say?” I almost spat the words.

      His eyes started to glow in that gentle blue which was melting between his lashes.

      “It says, you will only be able to fulfill your destiny if I don’t fail to protect you.”

      This time I had managed to stay calm. If everything he said was true, he had gone above and beyond, just to start forgiving me for being the reason for Adam’s death.

      “That’s why you were there for me, against all better judgment?”

      “Well, not entirely. I wish I could call myself that noble,” he looked down again. “Somewhere between trying to protect you and forgetting how to hate you, I fell in love with you.”

      There it was. The uncomfortable silence I had feared.

      “You promised, nothing awkward,” I reminded him.

      He laughed quietly. “Not exactly,” he corrected. “I said, nothing to worry about.”

      “This is mildly worrying, though,” I objected. “You know I love your brother and—”

      “Oh, please, there is no need to repeat that conversation.” He lifted his hands defensively. “I know you love him.”

      “I do,” I confirmed to make it crystal clear I wasn’t going to head down that road again.

      “There was something between us,” he gazed at me, a note of nostalgia in his eyes. “Sadly, the main part of it was me.”

      “I don’t understand.” I tried to read the meaning of his words from his face and came up blank.

      “Do you remember how you were drawn to me? How you couldn’t understand why your feelings for me were so strong?”

      “Was it that obvious?” Now it was getting awkward again.

      “Besides the fact that you kept telling me you love my brother, it was pretty obvious that most of your feelings for me weren’t yours,” he explained. “They were mine.”

      I stared, uncomprehending.

      “You had started perceiving emotions from external sources, and my feelings were such a source. One strong enough to interfere with your own feelings. I should have known then, that you weren’t a normal human girl, but I was too vain, making myself believe that you did want me.” His forehead creased as he spoke, looking into the past. “You may have felt a bit of attraction—that bit was what reminded you of Adam, the similarities so to say—but you never were in love with me the way I was in love with you.”

      “I wasn’t?” What he was saying made sense. And then it didn’t. I remembered the confusion that had always clouded my judgment whenever I’d been around Ben. It was completely gone now. There was no question about how I felt for him. He was Adam’s brother, a close friend, a protector, family. But the feelings I’d had for him a while ago had seemed so real.

      “Maybe a little bit.” Ben chuckled and his eyes lit up with amusement. “But not remotely the way I was in love with you.”

      I pursed my lips, preventing myself from commenting on his last words. If there was anything left of those feelings he’d just spoken about, I couldn’t risk encouraging him. He almost laughed out loud at my expression.

      “I have moved on, Claire, and your feelings for me—or mine for you, mirrored in your perception—have disappeared.”

      “You have?” That was a relief, even though it seemed a little hard to believe they had simply vanished into thin air from one day to the other. “What happened?”

      “I knew you’d ask that.” He laughed again, lighthearted. “I had another dream.”

      “About what?” I was still waiting to find the humor in the situation.

      “The girl I was going to be with,” he admitted, and now he did look as if it was uncomfortable for him. “And you.”

      My eyes bulged. Could he be any more cryptic?

      “About her—and me?” Despite the fact that sentence sounded all wrong to me, there was a certain comfort in the fact that she and I seemed to not be the same person.

      “In the dream, I met her and then you spread wings,” he explained. “It was very blurry in the beginning, more an emotional flash of her, but you without a doubt were spreading wings.”

      Another surprise. How could I still not expect that everything was different from what it seemed?

      “You knew about my angel-heritage?” There it was again, the awkward feeling. The sense of being left out. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “I didn’t want to scare you,” he excused his leaving me in the dark.

      “Don’t you think it might have been less scary for me to be warned about what was going to happen to me?!” I couldn’t help but feel a little bit betrayed. “I thought you were my friend.”

      “I am.” He smiled. “I knew that anything I would have said would have changed the course of your destiny—not for the better.”

      “And you knew that how?”

      “It was in the same dream.” His face was apologetic. For a moment, I wondered if this was as difficult for him as it was for me, but then my emotions flipped back to upset. “I knew that it wouldn’t happen if I interfered. I had to let go.”

      “And you did,” I understood. “The night Sophie arrived here.”

      Ben nodded, obviously glad he didn’t need to explain this one detail.

      “That’s how it’s always been meant to be.” He smiled again.  “You with him and me with her.”

      Even though I should have been fuming about his interference, I felt a sudden gratitude and admiration for Ben. He had looked after me, played his role—an authentic role—as my protector, he had helped me through the loss of Adam, and then, just like that, when it had been time for him to clear the field for Adam, he had. He had suffered the burden of a secret he couldn’t share with anyone, and he had done it to help me become what I was now. An angel. Strong and immortal.

      “Thank you, Ben,” was all that left my mouth. No further accusations, no questions.

      He wrapped his arm around me and pulled me against his side. “Anytime.” He kissed the top of my head. The gesture of a bond running deeply between us. There were no butterflies in my stomach or in his, that time seemed like a different era. We were connected through our history, and through our future. Friends.

      After a while of just sitting there, I felt the need to know who the lucky girl was.

      “So, who is she?” I asked. “Do we know her?”

      Ben chuckled and let go of me.

      “Alex.”

      Now I had to laugh. “Noel’s Alex?”

      “Yep,” he turned around and opened the leather folder behind him.

      I leaned back to see what he was doing. There was a pile of drawings sitting behind us, each of them showing Alex’ gorgeous face.

      “Does she know?” I couldn’t resist asking.

      “Interesting enough, she does. She has been living with a prophet for a while, and it’s not like Noel doesn’t make any prophecies anymore.” He looked at me a little confused by the fact that the girl had probably known before him that they were meant to be.

      “I hope she deserves you,” I chuckled.

      “She does,” he let me know. “Where do you think I went this morning?”

      “You had a date?”

      This conversation had taken an unexpected direction, and I liked it. It felt normal. Right. Ben sharing about his soulmate.

      “Something like that.” He radiated happiness.

      “You are in love,” I grinned like a little girl. There couldn’t have been any better news.

      “I am.” Ben held up a drawing of Alex’ face and studied her beautiful features. “For good this time.”

      “I’m happy for you.” I was. Ben deserved to find happiness.

      “I hope the others will see it the same way.”

      “Your family?”

      “Our family,” he corrected. “You are part of us now.”

      “I am certain they will.” They probably already did. If they really had heard every word of our conversation, telling them again won’t be necessary.

      He gave me a long, measuring look.

      “I hope you are right.”

      I gave him a hug and got to my feet. “Time for me to go to bed.”

      “It’s been a long day,” he confirmed.

      On my way to the door, another thought shot through my head.

      “Ben,” I stopped and turned around.

      “Yes, Claire?”

      “Is there anything else you have foreseen that you haven’t shared?”

      It was a possibility. He had done it before.

      To my satisfaction and my relief, he shook his head truthfully. “Nothing.”

      “Good night, Ben.” I waved before I closed the door behind me.

      The first rays of sunlight were creeping in through the half-open curtains as I stepped into the guest room. Sophie was deep asleep, so I decided to slide into bed without changing into my night-clothes. As I pulled the blanket over me, the entire day rained down on me.

      Angel-blood was running in my family’s veins. That meant Mom or Dad must have had angel-heritage. Again, I wished I could talk to them, tell them about everything, ask them a couple of questions. If they had died in a car crash they probably hadn’t transformed before their death. Otherwise, an accident like that wouldn’t have cost them their lives.

      Sophie rolled over in her sleep. Her face, resting on her hands, was peaceful, despite the strain of the day. The ring with the bookkeeper’s crest caught my eye. She had been wearing it since the day we’d found it. We still hadn’t figured out who had given it to Gran, all we knew was that whoever it was must be our grandfather.

      I closed my eyes and let the events of the day run through my head. All the joy about Adam being the one from Noel’s prophecy must have triggered my wings. The simple fact that there was hope for us had catalyzed the strongest sense of happiness I’d felt in a long time. That, combined with hope, made for a pretty strong rush of endorphins.

      Adam had gotten a piece of his own soul back when I had marked him. I had been observing his transformation from the first second. The question was, how far the development would go. Would the seed of good grow into a full-blown tree? Or would it stop at the size of a small bush? Would there be a day when he would be in full control of himself? And if we got a shot at being back together, how long would we have before Volpert would come for us? Would Ben see it coming?

      Ben’s confession had put things into perspective. Even though I could be holding a grudge against him for not telling me the truth earlier, I was mostly grateful for how things had turned out. We were finally on the same page when it came to our feelings. Even though there had been something between us, there was a greater love waiting for each of us, and we both knew it.

      I was finally free to love Adam without fear, without remorse. It was a first since we’d first met. Except for Volpert, I remembered with a bitter taste on my tongue. Why couldn’t we just run and never look back? Wasn’t there a way to avoid a confrontation?

      Sadly, I knew the answer each of the Gallagers, Jaden, and probably even Volpert himself would give. He would continue to chase us, until the end of the Earth if necessary, so he could get his final revenge. It didn’t matter if Jenna and Chris had thought about plans on how to escape, or Jaden’s fierce determination to protect me. Once Volpert would come for me, none of it would matter. I had an expiration date. So did Sophie.

      She turned over to the other side, kicking my leg in the process. I smiled, glad to have her here with me, rather than in our house on the other end of the city. We were safer here than anywhere. Six angels and a good-hearted demon protecting us, and I was one of them. If only Sophie could transform... Liz’ hints about the dangers of doing so—even if we ever managed to find the one person who was able to trigger wings—made it less appealing to interfere with her fate. It made me want to know all the more if she was meant to become like the rest of us, or if she was going to stay human. I made a mental note to call Noel first thing in the morning. If anyone would know, it was him.
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      “Are you sure we can just show up and confront him?” Liz asked for the fourth time.

      Normally she was more confident than that. Today, she seemed intimidated by the old man. Still, she had been curious enough to join us.

      Liz, Sophie, and I were entering the coffee shop together. Jaden still hadn’t returned from the Council, and Garreth—as always—preferred to be invisible. So it came down to the three of us, pretending to be casual customers, and choosing a table at the window—the same one we’d had last time. Sophie sat down, looking a little green. I couldn’t tell—not even with my new angelic powers—if she was nauseous from morning sickness or if it was a nervous stomach.

      “Welcome back,” Alex’ voice greeted us as we were settling in.

      I jumped and looked at her over my shoulder. Stunning beauty stared back at me from deep, brown eyes. It didn’t take a second for me to understand what Ben saw in her.

      “Can I get you anything?” she addressed us as if nothing unusual had ever happened, like we were normal customers.

      Sophie, Liz, and I exchanged a look. I had called Noel this morning, but no one had answered the phone, so the best we could do had been to take matters into our own hands and come here to find him in person.

      “Is he here?” I asked quietly.

      Alex gave me a look of understanding.

      “Noel has been running errands all morning. He’ll be back any minute.”

      “Thanks, Alex,” Liz finally found her voice.

      “Can I get you anything while you are waiting?” She pulled a notebook out of her striped apron and flipped it open.

      “A glass of juice would be a lifesaver,” Sophie stated. Her face was chalk-white and she was playing with the seal-ring on her finger, keeping herself occupied.

      “We have freshly-squeezed orange juice,” Alex offered.

      “Please.” Sophie nodded and there was something like hope in her face for the first time this morning.

      Even though she had slept for at least two hours longer than I had, she was exhausted, while the rest of us were refreshed and ready to take on the world. She was blaming it on the pregnancy. I, on the other hand, could tell that it was because she was human. The experience of waking up this morning, not a human anymore, but an angel, had been life-changing. I was full of energy and strength, no heaviness of sleep and tiredness weighing me down.

      “Cappuccino,” Liz said somewhere in the background.

      “And for you?” Alex interrupted my thoughts.

      “Cappuccino for me, too, please.” Ordering something with caffeine, even if I didn’t need it, would make the gap between Sophie and me appear at least a little smaller for now.

      As she was stuffing the notebook back into the apron, Alex’ eyes flickered to the door.

      “There he is,” she announced, and we all turned our heads to see Noel enter the building.

      Noel crossed the room without looking up, headed past the counter, and disappeared.

      “I’ll let him know you are waiting for him.” Alex turned on the spot like a graceful ballerina.

      “So, do you think we can trust him with this?” Liz quizzed.

      “It would be logical that if we were able to trust him with Adam, we can trust him with this, too,” Sophie answered. “After all, it’s my life we are talking about and not anyone else’s.”

      “Sophie’s right,” I supported my sister. “Why the sudden doubt?”

      Liz eyed us for a moment. “Even if he did help us with the prophecy and Adam, what do we really know about this man?” She looked up at the counter, watching Alex fill cups and mugs with various beverages. “And her. Who is she?”

      I couldn’t give the answer I wanted to. Neither Liz nor Sophie knew what Alex already meant to Ben. Sophie was the only one who hadn’t overheard the conversation last night, and Liz hadn’t been there to overhear.

      “I don’t know who she is, but if Noel trusts her, I trust her,” I tried  diplomacy, disguising my knowledge about how close Alex would become to our new family in the near future.

      The same second, Alex appeared beside me.

      “Noel will be with you shortly,” she announced.

      “Thanks.” I had to fight back a knowing smile as I glanced up at her face, and recognized the details from Ben’s drawings in her delicate features.

      Before the smile broke through, she had disappeared again.

      “Do you think he’ll have an answer for us?” Sophie doubted the necessity of our visit.

      “He’s our best hope of finding at least some answers.”

      As I spoke, I felt a presence behind me. Not Alex this time. I turned and looked into Noel’s grayish-blue eyes.

      “Hello,” Liz was the first to react to the shop-owner’s approach.

      “Welcome back,” Noel addressed all of us. “Alex informed me you’re waiting for me.” He looked around the table once, then glanced back over his shoulder, glancing at the growing crowd of customers in the room. “What can I do for you this time?”

      His voice didn’t have an impolite undertone, but it was off somehow. Impatient maybe.

      “We are so sorry to disturb you again, but we have a question we need to ask.”

      “I assume this has nothing to do with my coffee shop,” he guessed correctly.

      The three of us nodded in unison. Noel grinned briefly at our silent answer.

      “Then I would appreciate it if you could come with me. What you want to talk about is too sensitive a topic to discuss in the open,” he said calmly. “The shop is fairly populated today, and we don’t want the wrong ears to overhear us.”

      His request took us by surprise. The three of us shared a look, silently weighing our options. Should we trust and follow Noel to wherever he was going to take us, and risk stepping into a trap, or should we seize this opportunity to get some answers? He had helped us before, but what did we truly know about him? He had been running this coffee shop for a long time. Decades probably. And he was a prophet—one who had made a foretelling about Adam. We neither knew anything about his history nor about which side he was on in this eternal war between good and evil.

      So far he had appeared to be on the side of the angels, so my impulse was that we could trust Noel. He’d had enough opportunities to harm me if that had been his intention.

      “Alright,” I decided. “Where to—”

      “Are you sure?” Sophie gave me a worried look.

      “Not at all,” I replied and followed Noel toward the counter.

      “Alex, please bring their orders upstairs, will you?” he asked as he led us past Alex and through a hidden door on the side.

      The three of us followed with rising nervousness.

      “Where are we going?” Liz asked from behind me, her voice not as confident as I was used to.

      “Just a little further,” Noel replied quietly, his hand running up the handrail as he led us up a staircase.

      We followed as he slowly climbed the steps. After a long, dimly lit corridor, we finally entered a wide room that was decorated in the style of the 1940s.

      “Please, take a seat,” Noel gestured at a couch and several chairs in one corner of the room. He fidgeted while he was waiting for us to settle in, obviously nervous.

      Liz was the first of us to follow his offer. She sat on one of the chairs, back to the narrow window, and waited for Sophie and me to follow.

      “Nice view,” Sophie noted, looking out onto the sunlit river.

      “Thanks.” Noel gave her a wide smile. It wiped the edginess off his face for a short second.

      There was something about the way he was looking at her that reminded me of how Chris looked at Ben and Adam.

      I went to sit on the couch, leaving room for Sophie to join us on the wide seat, when my eyes fell on a picture on the opposite wall.

      The black and white photograph was framed in an old-fashioned, golden frame. A bright-eyed girl with long black hair, wearing a full-skirted dress in a floral print, was smiling widely at the camera, a huge bouquet of pale blossoms in her slim arms.

      Gran! It shot through my head. How could Noel own a picture of my grandmother? Had they known each other? For a couple of seconds I was surprised and then suspicion crept in.

      “How do you have a photograph of Agnes Hall?” The question came out colder than I intended it to.

      Sophie followed my gaze and an astounded expression filled her face as she found the exact same picture we had grown up with, staring back at her.

      The room suddenly went deadly silent, not even Liz had a comment to make, all eyes on Noel, waiting for what the old man had to say.

      He cleared his throat, nervousness spiking as he met my gaze.

      “We met briefly,” he admitted.

      “What do you mean by briefly?” Sophie had folded her hands across her stomach protectively.

      As I watched her motherly instincts take over, I  wondered if Noel might be dangerous after all.

      “When I was tracking down descendants of James Albert Thompson, our paths crossed.” Noel looked at the photograph with a mixture of relief and melancholy.

      Liz jumped to her feet, ready to run, pulling me up with her.

      “You are with them, aren’t you?” she accused him with an icy voice I had never before heard. If anything I would have expected a storm of fire coming from her hot-blooded temper.

      I was staring back and forth between Liz and Noel as her cold eyes were freezing him into place.

      “You are a demon,” she made her verdict clear. “You are hunting down the bookkeeper’s blood-line.

      Sophie squeezed herself against the windowsill, throwing me an anxious look. I scanned the room for exits other than the door and the window. There were none.

      Noel was between the door and us, and the window was too high up to jump. Maybe not for me, but I wouldn’t risk the lives of my sister and my friend. Their lives were too valuable, and the unborn baby—

      Noel suddenly broke into a dark laugh. “I wish it was that easy.” His eyes bore into mine, expression unreadable.

      “Then why don’t you explain?” Liz suggested, eyes burning with the temper I was used to.

      “It would honestly help if you could sit down, make yourselves comfortable.”

      The moment he had finished his sentence, Alex came in with a tray.

      “Here you go,” she said and set it down on the low table. “Oh, did I interrupt something?”

      She looked around, reading our expressions with surprise and confusion.

      “No, dear,” Noel gave Alex a warm smile. “I was just about to tell them everything.”

      Alex put on a composed face and sat down on one of the chairs.

      “I can stay, right Pop?” she asked, nonchalant, and leaned back.

      Pop? Who was she? And who was he? Sophie and I exchanged a look of worry and distress.

      “Sure, dear,” Noel agreed, and turned back to me. “You better sit down, too,” he suggested. “This might take a while.”

      There was nothing dark coming from him. Since my transformation, I hadn’t been in the proximity of a demon—a real one, not a good-hearted former angel such as Adam, but the real, dark thing—but I could imagine it would feel very different from what I was perceiving form Noel this very moment. There was the nervous edge combined with the full-hearted warmth he had put into his smile at Alex. It was a strangely familiar sensation. Without giving it another thought, I sank back onto the couch, pulling Liz down with me.

      “You, too, Sophie.” Noel gestured at my sister who followed my lead and settled down beside me after another cautious look at the gap between Noel and the door.

      “So, what is it that you wanted to share?” Liz pushed, her voice not as cold as before, but still reserved, her posture tense.

      Noel crossed the room until he was standing beside Alex. “You can’t even begin to imagine what this moment means to me.”

      He took a seat in the last vacant chair and rubbed his hands.

      “It might help if you started explaining,” Liz helped, her words heavy with sarcasm.

      “True.” Noel laughed at the skeptical Latina and leaned back in his chair. “It’s probably best if I start at the beginning.”

      “Whatever you feel comfortable with,” Liz commented and glanced at Sophie and me.

      “The beginning it is.” Noel had to chuckle as he was watching Liz step in to protect my sister and me.

      “I don’t need to ask if you are familiar with the unofficial history of Aurora, I am certain you are.” He gave each of us a long, knowing look.

      None of us answered his rhetorical question.

      “You, because you are a Guard,” he glanced at Liz, “and you,” he eyed Sophie and me, “because it’s your ancestors’ history.”

      We remained silent, waiting for the revelation.

      “I’d been searching for James Albert Thompson’s descendants for a while. After the demon attacks, they had disappeared, basically vanished from the Earth. I had tracked their bloodline to Europe when I heard rumors that the family had returned to Aurora. It was difficult times, the Second World War was just over and a flood of immigrants was looking for new lives in the U.S.,” Noel started, voice calm and business-like. “Among them, a young woman and her grandmother.”

      Noel’s eyes wandered toward the photograph on the wall.

      “It took a while before I was able to confirm the blood-line. The two were the latest offspring from the Thompson family and her grandmother, only were they carrying a new name—”

      “Hall,” I interrupted. “Constance and Agnes Hall.” An image of Jaden and Garreth flashed through my mind. They would love this.

      Noel nodded approvingly at my quick comprehension. “Constance Thompson was the last one to be born with the Thompson name. Through her marriage, she became Constance Hall. Her son George, Agnes’ father, had died a while ago, so they were arriving on this continent by themselves.”

      Sophie was listening like a child. She missed Gran as much as I did. Hearing about her life, when neither her nor our parents could tell us about her, was like a gift. Liz was sitting quietly, as was Alex.

      It took Noel a few seconds before he could continue, he was gazing at Gran’s picture with sad eyes.

      “I stayed in the background, always cautious not to lead the demons toward them, but of course, Volpert had heard the rumors, too. He had tracked them down and one night, when Agnes was almost nineteen years old, Volpert came for them. He got to Constance before I could warn them.” His eyes were watching the horror of the past. “Agnes’ guardian angel was smart. He managed to trick Volpert into believing he had killed both of them, and Volpert disappeared without double-checking. That bought Agnes a couple more years.”

      “How did you know about Volpert and the Thompsons?” Liz questioned his story.

      “I am glad you asked, Liz.” Noel smiled knowingly, almost as if he had been waiting for that question. “As you know I have been known to make one or the other prophecy.”

      “You saw what would happen?” Sophie tried to clarify.

      “I have made one or the other foretelling, but your grandmother was never in one of them. Meeting her was fate.”

      I considered that for a moment. “How did you know, then?”

      Noel took a deep breath.

      “Long time ago—it almost seems like a different life to me—I was working with James Albert Thompson, trying to rid this town of the evil which was pursuing it.” Noel watched us closely, as we were taking in his words.

      My jaw dropped. James Albert Thompson had lived in the second half of the nineteenth century. More than a hundred years had passed since he had successfully defeated Volpert and his father. At least three generations before Constance, five before Gran. Could it be?

      “You worked with him?” I confirmed, making sure I hadn’t misheard.

      Noel nodded as it dawned on me. He was immortal, like Jaden, Garreth, and all the Gallagers—like me. I swallowed.

      “You are an angel,” Sophie concluded.

      “I am.” He nodded and looked each of us in the eye.

      “And you worked with James Albert Thompson?”

      “I did.” He repeated patiently while I was deducing the meaning of his words.

      “You were Thompson’s guardian angel.” It didn’t take long to make that connection. Who else would he be? The first known collaboration between human and angel in the region.

      “I am the angel who was there to defeat Volpert and his father in the first place,” Noel confirmed. “I am also the one who made the crucial mistake to let Volpert go. And I have been fighting ever since to protect the ones who have been suffering from my ill-doing.”

      He shook his head, scolding himself for something which had gone wrong more than a century ago. Something he probably didn’t even have an influence on.

      Liz’ eyes widened, suddenly full of respect and admiration.

      “You are the one who made history by protecting James Albert Thompson,” she said incredulously.

      “The one who started a war by standing in harm’s way,” Noel corrected.

      “You are a legend,” Liz yelped.

      Alex laughed out loud.

      “See, Pop?” She patted his shoulder. “They are taking it better than you thought. I told you they would.”

      Noel’s gaze bounced back and forth between Liz and Alex a couple of times, before he turned back to Sophie and me.

      “They don’t know the most important part yet,” he said to Alex without taking his eyes off us.

      “What’s that?” Sophie asked first, fascinated by the old man’s story.

      All the questions we had come here to ask had vanished into the background as Noel kept entertaining us with his secret.

      “When Volpert escaped, I knew it would be only a matter of time until he returned. My failure had cost me my position at Thompson’s side, and I needed a way to help protect him. I owed it to him. And to myself.”

      Jaden’s words were suddenly in my mind. He had given up everything to protect me.

      “It was clear I was going to be ordered away, and I wouldn’t be able to help whoever was going to take over my job. I had to make sure I would be able to identify Thompson’s descendants in order to be one step ahead of Volpert when the time came. So, I gave James my crest.”

      “The crest from the book?” Liz asked, faster than I could even make the connection.

      Noel nodded again.

      “I thought it was the bookkeepers’.” Sophie was confused.

      “It was, dear,” Noel agreed. “I gave it to him, to pass it on to his son and then to his son, and so on.”

      Sophie twisted the seal-ring around her finger once, struggling with some kind of emotion I couldn’t name.

      “This one?” She held up her hand and pointed at the metal on her middle finger.

      The room went silent. No sound, not even a breath, filled the air for a few seconds, all eyes on Noel.

      He sighed. “Exactly.”

      “This is your crest?” it escaped my mouth, even though the question was already answered. What was still open was the meaning of it.

      “You said you met our grandmother briefly,” I interrogated.

      “Correct,” Noel answered patiently, waiting for everything to fall into place.

      “Gran was Thompson’s descendant, but she didn’t get the  ring as a family heirloom,” I thought aloud. “She got it from you.”

      I stared at Noel, unable to fully comprehend, while my own grayish-blue eyes were staring back at me from his face.

      “The love note,” Sophie followed my thought process. “It’s you?”

      “You are our grandfather.” I finished Sophie’s sentence.

      Liz coughed beside me as she processed the meaning of my words.

      “I am.” Noel’s voice was heavy with emotion. “You have no idea what it means to me that I am able to share this secret with you.”

      Sophie and I shared a look of disbelief and astonishment. If this was true, we weren’t only part-angels, we were second generation from a guardian angel. Our lineage was stronger than even Ben’s, who had two part-angels as parents.

      “I loved your grandmother—I still do. I stayed with her to protect her, and there was no question she felt the same way for me I felt for her.” Noel smiled briefly. “One night together was all we had. Naturally, the Council didn’t allow for us to stay together. It was either leave her or lose my powers.”

      His voice darkened as he went back into his past.

      “The choice wasn’t easy. I would have given anything to be with Agnes, but then, becoming mortal would have made her even more vulnerable to the demons if they ever figured out she was still alive, and I knew it was only a matter of time. I sacrificed everything, our life together, my happiness, to protect her. Before I left, I gave her my ring. It was the strongest symbol I could have ever given her. The one who had brought all the danger upon her being the one to suffer from a broken heart, the ring a symbol of my eternal love and a reminder why we could never be together.”

      It all suddenly made sense. Gran’s mysterious explanations about how she had shared only one night with our grandfather, the box with the seal-ring and the note.

      “I left the country for a while, making sure she had time to find a new life. She was the bravest person I’ve ever known, so of course, she would find a way to move on, and I thought she had when a couple of years later I returned and found her with a new man and with a son. I never showed myself to her ever again, but it didn’t take long to understand that the son was too old to come from a new relationship. He was the result of the one night we’d had together.”

      He gave us a long, desperate look.

      “Had I only known earlier, I would have stayed, given up immortality, just to be there for our son. But it was too late. And I stayed in the invisible realm until Agnes was gone, always watching out for her and our son—your father.”

      Sophie was crying beside me, tears dripping into her lap. Her emotions hit me from the side like a springtide and I had to fight back the upwelling water behind my eyelids.

      Liz put her arm around my back and laid her hand on Sophie’s shoulder, hugging us both. For a while we were sitting like that, digesting Noel’s revelation.

      “It means everything to finally be able to tell you the truth.” He reached over the table, grabbing one of each of our hands. “My two lovely granddaughters.”

      I sat frozen, waiting for the right words to come to my mind, and came up blank. There was no adequate response to what we had just learned.

      A smile broke through on my face. How many years had I seen Noel every other day on the way to school? How many times had I looked at him and seen  him as an old man who was oddly observant? He had been there when Adam and I had kissed in the velvet armchair downstairs in the shop. He had wished us good luck. Had he known the truth about Adam?

      “I don’t know what to say,” Sophie found her voice before me. “This is incredible. And here we’d always thought the two of us were all the family we had left.”

      “You are less alone than you have always thought you are,” Noel smiled back at us. I understood now why his expression had reminded me of the way Chris looked at Ben and Adam. It was the loving and proud face of a father—in this case, a grandfather.

      If only he had stepped in the moment our parents had died. We had needed someone to help us get through it. He had been there all along, hidden behind the counter of the coffee shop. I remembered the first day at school, he was there when I hid at the coffee shop, too scared to face the new situation.

      “Why did you wait so long to come forward?” My words came out like an accusation rather than a question.

      Noel nodded. He understood.

      “It would have been a risk,” he explained. “Not that you don’t have a talent for getting yourself in trouble with the wrong side of the war,” he noted a bit comically, “but for Volpert to make the connection between the two of you and me...,” he shook his head as if he didn’t even want to think about it. “It would have been a death sentence for all of us.”

      “What made you change your mind?” This time it was Liz who wanted details. It was good she had come. She was like a neutral buffer between the two sides.

      “Claire finally transformed,” Noel answered plainly.

      “How did you know?” I wondered aloud.

      “Prophet,” he reminded us before he continued. “I had been waiting for years for it to happen, for one of you to trigger your angel-heritage, but with all the death and drama around the two of you, the likelihood was becoming almost nonexistent.”

      Sophie and I shared another look. This time it was a look of worry. Did that mean her chances to transform were even less than slight?

      “When you came in to ask about the prophecy, I knew it would only be a matter of time until you figured it out. You already had found the ring with my crest, and you knew the truth about your connection to the bookkeeper. There was no good reason to keep you in the dark much longer.”

      Sophie reached for her juice and drained it, then took a deep breath.

      “You are a prophet, Noel. You know the future,” she asked, voice shaky. “Will I ever transform?”
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      All our eyes were directed at Noel. Even Alex was staring. I still had problems placing her into the picture. The only reason she had been part of this intimate conversation was that Noel had wanted her to be here. What her exact role was, I  had yet to figure out.

      “So,” Sophie repeated after a minute of silence. “Will I?”

      Noel looked down and shook his head. I held my breath. She wouldn’t? Ever?

      “I don’t know,” he said, explaining the repetitive sideways motion of his head. “When it comes to knowing the things I’d like to know, being a prophet has very few benefits.”

      My forehead wrinkled at his cryptic words, so did Sophie’s, in an almost identical way.

      Noel’s eyes tightened. “I am sorry. I truly am. I used to have more prophetic dreams, but not anymore. Almost everything of prophetic character which springs from my mind is irrelevant now. We don’t even bother to document it anymore.”

      “Now I am curious,” Liz commented.

      She was the one who had verified Noel’s prophecy about Adam. If anyone understood Noel, it must be her.

      “I used to be one of the best,” he explained. “That’s why the Council assigned Alex to me.”

      All our heads turned to the chestnut-haired young woman who was looking back at us, unblinking.

      “I am not sure I understand,” I voiced my confusion. How exactly was she assigned to him? What did she do?

      Before Noel could respond, Liz leaned forward and pulled up her knowledge for the Guard.

      “Among the purest of the angels—and I am speaking of guardian angels, not the part-angels who are walking the Earth—there are very few with gifts beyond the normal. Some of them have the ability to see the future in their dreams.” Liz’ eyes were distant, as if she was reading from a book in her mind. “The Elders keep them close so they won’t miss a foretelling which might give them the upper hand in the war with evil.”

      She surfaced from her mind to glance at Alex. “You are a scribe.”

      Alex smiled and nodded. “Guilty as charged.”

      “What is a scribe?” I interjected, unable to follow.

      “Yes, please, I’d like to understand that, too,” Sophie agreed.

      Liz went back into her brilliant mind. “Prophets rarely ever have the ability to remember the words they speak in their dreams. Some can hold on to the images, the context, but the picture is never clear enough to give the exact same wording after they wake up. Worried that they might lose substantial information, the Elders started assigning scribes to each of the prophets, strong angels, their sole purpose to document every word spoken in the prophet’s dreams.”

      Liz stopped and eyed Noel for a moment. “I thought the Council keeps their prophets close for safety reasons.”

      “They normally do,” Alex answered. “The impact of knowledge in the wrong hands would be severe.”

      “Why are you here, then?” Liz wanted to know. “Why not in the realm of the Council?”

      Noel and Alex shared a look.

      “Shall I answer?” Alex asked.

      Noel nodded, wordless.

      “Noel used to be one of the Council’s most valuable prophets. Half of the prophecies in the Council’s collection are from him.”

      “What changed?” Sophie asked, wonder in her eyes.

      “Aurora happened,” Noel responded before Alex could. “I had made the prophecy about the demon attacks in Aurora and the Council decided to take a risk. I was the only one who would be able to identify the elements of the prophecy, so they sent me into the field to protect James Albert Thompson, the first person to make an alliance between humans and angels in the region. Aurora had been in demon hands for too long and the Council saw the chance to step in and free the city. We needed a win.”

      “But the demons are still here,” I disagreed. “How is that a win?”

      “Correct,” Noel agreed with sad eyes. “That’s where things started going wrong. I couldn’t take down both demons. Volpert got away and so, instead of winning the city, I gave the demons a reason to start a strife of vengeance. Instead of returning to the Council, I stayed to make right what I had done wrong. You know the rest of the story.” He looked down. “They sent Alex to catch any prophecy I might make. There haven’t been many.”

      “That’s not true, Pop,” Alex disagreed. “The ones you’ve made are of high relevance. Think about Adam.”

      My mind flickered to the last words in the prophecy about Adam. His love will save us.

      “Think of the caves,” Alex continued. Her voice was suddenly heavy with emotion.

      Noel gave Alex a quick glare of disapproval and she bit her lip.

      “What caves?” Liz asked, curious about the silent exchange between the prophet and his scribe.

      “That’s for another time,” Noel closed the topic.

      For a minute no one spoke, each of us left to their own thoughts and worries.

      “So, you don’t know if Sophie will transform,” Liz clarified, going back to the beginning of the discussion.

      “I don’t,” he confirmed.

      “What about the one who can trigger transformations?” I reminded Liz. “If Sophie’s meant to be an angel—”

      “That’s a dangerous path to go down,” Noel interrupted. “You have no idea who you’d be dealing with.”

      “You obviously do?” Liz asked, voice full of hope

      Noel looked into the distance. “I do.”

      It was great news that he knew, still, the tone of his voice made it feel like something we’d rather not want to know. It was an open warning.

      “Who is it?” Liz pushed.

      Of course she did. It was her duty as a Guard to gather as much information as she could in order to protect the angels’ secrets, and to help them in times of need. These were times of need, and she was spot-on with the way she conducted her search for the truth.

      “I will tell you,” Noel gave in, “but that is only because you are who you are. The Guard has existed for centuries, and it shall continue to exist. I know this information is safe with you, Liz.” Noel gave Sophie and me a warning look. “As for you, girls, I trust you understand this as what it is—an option which could change everything for better or for worse, impossible to tell which way it would go.”

      We both nodded without understanding.

      “Are you sure?” Alex put her hand on his forearm.

      “They deserve to know.” Noel turned to her for a brief second. “If anyone has a chance, it’s her.” He glanced at Sophie.

      Alex looked uncomfortable.

      “While in life, we disguise ourselves in who we want to see ourselves as, in death we become who we truly are.”

      We all stared at Noel, none of us able to comprehend, except for Alex, who was watching Noel with discontent.

      “What does that mean?” Sophie was the first to ask.

      “If you are truly meant to be an angel, you will live when facing death.”

      That was almost as cryptic as the first thing he had said.

      “Death?” Sophie repeated, alarmed. Her hands covered her stomach.

      I knew exactly what was going on inside of her. She had more to lose than just her own life.

      “Azrael is one of the Elders,” Alex explained, tension in her voice. “He helps humans transition into the afterlife.”

      Azrael, the angel of death. I remembered having read about him.

      “If she is meant to be one of us,” Alex continued, “she will walk away, winged and immortal. If she isn’t—well, you get the idea.”

      I shuddered. Sophie would have to literally face death in order to transform—or die.

      “Is there a chance I’ll live?” Sophie asked cautiously, probably afraid to get an answer.

      Noel and Alex glanced at each other, their faces unreadable.

      “What?” Sophie’s voice was going up in pitch as panic came through.

      “There is no way we can tell for sure,” Noel said. “You have strong angel-blood, stronger than a lot who transform by themselves. That should work in your favor.”

      “That’s good, right?” Sophie’s voice was going back to normal.

      “It gives you a higher chance of catalyzing without help.” It was Alex who encouraged her. “Maybe you never even need to try the other option.”

      “Has it been done before?” Liz wanted to know.

      “I have heard of one case where the Council agreed to trigger a part-angel to transform.” Noel’s grave face let us guess the outcome.

      

      Sophie was chalk-white when we were getting in the car. “I think I need to sleep on this.”

      I agreed. This was a decision about life or death. Nothing to rush. Maybe time would play in our hands and we wouldn’t need to even make the decision.

      We were driving back to the Gallagers’, none of us in the mood for conversation. Despite the happy news that we had a living relative—our long lost grandfather—he had also revealed to us that triggering Sophie’s angel-heritage would mean risking her life, and her baby’s.

      Jaden and Garreth would have a word or two to say on it as well as the whole Gallager family.

      Noel and Alex had abstained from joining us. They wanted to keep a low profile for now. Noel had mentioned he was trying to bring out a foretelling of relevance for what was about to come, but it would cost him a lot of time, and a lot of strain and sleep.

      As we parked the car in front of the house, a sense of desperation set in. It wasn’t coming from Sophie or Liz, both of them were occupied with their own thoughts, it was coming from within me. Looking back at these past years, our parents’ death, moving to Aurora, struggling at school, loving and losing Adam, Volpert’s pending strike looming over me like a dark, all-consuming cloud—all of it was suddenly catching up with me. Worst of all, the fear of losing Sophie. Losing her as a sister when our paths and purposes would be separated if she wouldn’t transform, or losing her in the act of transformation, if she ever faced Azrael.

      Even with me having transformed, we weren’t prepared for Volpert’s attack. If his entire clan was involved there was no way we could ever defeat them. All it meant was we would all stand against them a little longer. Maybe take down some of them before they would eradicate us.

      “You alright?” Sophie asked before she slid out of the car.

      For a moment, I considered sharing all my thoughts, but then my eyes fell on the little rounding of her belly, and I changed my mind. There was no reason to make her feel even worse than she already did. She had enough to deal with.

      “I’m fine.” With a deep breath, I put on a smile and followed the others inside the house.

      Jaden and Garreth were standing at the bottom of the stairs, each of them carrying their own expression of concern.

      “You know,” I guessed from their faces.

      “About Azrael,” Jaden answered, frustration sounding heavy in his voice.

      I was relieved for a second that he didn’t mention the family relation to Noel.

      Jaden eyed us with intense, golden eyes. “The Council told me about Azrael,” he informed us. “Is there anything else I should know?”

      Of course he would catch on to my reaction.

      Sophie and Garreth looked at each other. Garreth had been with us, in the invisible realm, and it was clear on his face that he would rather grab Sophie and run than spend another minute pondering her fate.

      “Maybe we should wait until the others are here,” I suggested, Sophie nodding in agreement beside me. “I really don’t think I can go through this more than once.”

      “Welcome home, Miss Claire, Miss Sophie, Ma’am,” Geoffrey appeared in the door to the parlor, taking us all by surprise.

      “Hello, Geoffrey,” I jumped and answered. Sophie waved, almost as shocked as I was.

      “It’s a pleasure to see you.” He smiled politely and gestured at the sitting area behind him. “Mrs. and Mr. Gallager have been waiting for your arrival and asked me to notify them the moment you are in.”

      He led the way without waiting for our reaction. “Can I get you anything?” he asked as we were sitting down.

      Sophie and I both shook our heads, so did Liz. I hadn’t touched my coffee at Noel’s and my stomach still felt like it wouldn’t react well to food.

      “And for you, gentlemen?” Geoffrey watched Jaden and Garreth with curious  eyes as they settled down on two chairs. Garreth, still a bit uncomfortable in this human realm, was sitting like a statue.

      The two young men probably seemed as out of place to Geoffrey as they still did to me, just a bit too graceful, too beautiful to belong in this world.

      “We’re fine, thank you very much,” Jaden answered for both of them.

      “Very well, then,” Geoffrey bowed slightly. “I will go find Mr. and Mrs. Gallager.”

      Garreth was staring at Sophie with violet eyes, concern pronounced on his features, as she shifted nervously. We were about to go through the whole story once again, and I wasn’t sure either of us could take it.

      The five of us were sitting quietly, waiting for the Gallagers to show up. Of course, they must have heard our entrance, but they probably wanted to give Geoffrey a chance to do his job.

      It took less than a minute of awkward silence until Jenna and Chris entered the room, Ben at their heels. Adam had stopped at the door, eyes glowing in a soft green. A sense of relief flooded me from inside and out, part of it coming from his direction. With a perfect half-smile, Adam sped toward me and planted a kiss on my lips.

      “You have no idea how worried I was,” he whispered. “I always am when we are apart.”

      Warmth trickled down my back as his lips touched mine a second time.

      “As am I.” My hand grabbed his, an instinct, stronger than ever, told me to hold on to him for as long as I could. We had been separated too many times.

      Chris and Jenna were watching us with a smile, while Jaden was still a bit disgruntled about how close Adam and I were. He was most likely still pondering the likelihood that Adam would slip and harm me. I had decided he wouldn’t.

      There weren’t enough seats for all of us, so Adam stayed standing next to me, holding my hand while the others settled down.

      As it was just becoming awfully silent once more, Geoffrey walked in with a tray and set it down on the table.

      “Anything else I can do for you?” he asked  Jenna and Chris.

      “That will be all, Geoffrey,” Chris responded. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll be in the garden taking care of the destroyed bush,” Geoffrey announced and retreated.

      I involuntarily grinned. The bush I had destroyed with my clumsy first attempts of teleporting. Geoffrey would be finding more and more feathers around the house with every day. It was hard to describe how grateful I was to the kind butler for looking the other way when it came to our secret. I wished there was a way to return the favor.

      “So,” Chris opened the conversation, tearing me from my thoughts. “You all come bearing news?”

      Jaden and Garreth nodded with as much reluctance as Sophie and I. The only one more or less neutral about it was Liz.

      “We do,” she said and sighed.

      Today had been a feast of knowledge for her as a Guard. I understood how fascinating everything was to her. The prophecies, meeting a scribe, hearing about the angels’ reality, their history from their own mouth. And still she was our friend, and she had empathy for us, especially for Sophie.

      “Anything that will raise our chances against Volpert?” Ben asked. He looked at each of us for a second, taking in our facial expressions.

      “Possibly,” I answered, voice full of dark humor. “Or it might help him achieve his goals. Depends on how things turn out.”

      “Ok, now I’m confused.” Chris sat up and poured himself a cup of tea.

      “Would you?” I glanced at Jaden and leaned against Adam’s leg, unwilling to speak the words that would make Sophie’s fate manifest in this room yet again.

      Jaden understood and spoke, his voice no less depressed than what Sophie and I felt like. “The one who can trigger Sophie’s wings is the one who normally helps humans transition into the afterlife.”

      Why did it sound so much worse coming from Jaden? For a moment I pondered until it hit me. He was my guardian angel. He wasn’t supposed to make me feel like this. On the contrary, he was supposed to soothe my worries and pains. At the moment, all he did was add a sense of finality to the future.

      “Azrael,” Liz helped when the Gallagers didn’t react immediately.

      “She will need to face Azrael in order to get her wings triggered?” Jenna asked, incredulous.

      “That’s what Noel said, too,” Sophie took over. “He said, if I am meant to be an angel, I will transform, if not—” she swallowed, “—well, you get the idea.”

      Jenna gave Sophie a pitying look. “I am so sorry, Sophie,” she said with a face so pained it reminded me of the day of Adam’s funeral.

      “Did Noel know anything about your future? Has he seen it?” Ben wanted to know, his eyes bright with curiosity.

      After our last conversation, I got why that was the one thing most interesting to him at this very moment. Maybe it would be good for him to talk to Noel directly, and get answers to the questions that were really keeping him up at night, like why he had prophetic dreams, or how prophecies worked.

      “He hasn’t,” Sophie answered and hung her head.

      “In reality, we have two options,” Garreth deduced. “Take you to the Council to see Azrael and risk your life, or wait and see if you transform on your own and risk that Volpert gets to us before you get a chance—and risk your life.”

      His odd-colored eyes were searching the room for a solution to his fosterling’s dilemma. It was really his dilemma, too. In the first case, he would purposefully risk her life, in the second, he might have to live with losing her and not having given her the best chances to survive. It was as much an ethical question as a question of Sophie’s bravery. And then there was another life to consider. My niece or nephew was growing inside Sophie’s belly, and they didn’t have any way of communicating their preferences, but if someone would have asked me, I would guess the little one would want to live.

      Adam was the only one who didn’t speak. He kept rubbing the back of my hand  with his thumb while he observed our conversation.

      “What do you think, Sophie?” Chris asked with a crease on his forehead.

      Sophie blinked and leaned back, hands folded across her stomach.

      “I wish I knew. If I weren’t pregnant, it would be easier.” She sighed and her eyes flickered to Jaden. “Do the Elders have an opinion on what should be done?”

      It was like everyone was tossing the topic to the next person like a hot potato, no one ready—or willing—to make a suggestion.

      “As a matter of fact, they do,” Jaden said and grimaced in a way that made me reluctant to hear the next part of the sentence. “When I told them about Claire’s wings, it didn’t take them long to figure out the connection to Noel,” he continued anyway.

      “What connection?” Jenna interjected.

      “Noel is our grandfather,” Sophie filled the others in.

      Ben gasped and Jenna and Chris smiled. It seemed that little piece of information—grand news in another context—was the smallest reason for shock today.

      Adam squeezed my hand. “You have a grandfather.”

      “We do.” I pulled him down beside me until he was sitting on the armrest of the couch, and slung my arm around his waist.

      “So this explains where the strong bloodline is coming from,” Chris concluded.

      “Exactly,” Jaden agreed. “And it’s the one and only reason why they agreed it might be worth a try.”

      “Despite her condition?” Garreth clarified.

      “Despite the pregnancy.”

      There it was. An opinion. Not even one of ours, but the Council’s. Suddenly, the room was filled with an imbalance when weighing my sister’s options.

      “The Council has tried and failed before,” I tried to stop the development so no one would talk Sophie into giving up her life easily. “What makes them believe it will work this time?”

      “Besides the fact that she is one of the strongest and purest angel’s granddaughter,” Jaden explained, “she is carrying the next generation within her, and the Council sees it as a doubling of her strength rather than a weakness.”

      “They would risk my child that easily?” Sophie questioned.

      “Or give it a chance at life,” Jaden corrected. “It all depends on perspective.”

      I looked at him with a horrified expression. How could he take such a position? I had thought I knew my guardian angel.

      “No, no, Claire,” he defended himself. “That’s what the Council says, not what I think.”

      “What do you think?” I challenged.

      “I want Sophie to be safe. I want the baby to be safe. If only I knew the solution.” He shook his head, frustration making him purse his lips. “I would never push her to do anything she doesn’t want to.”

      This was a relief. For a second I had thought I had misjudged Jaden.

      “So, what do we do now?” Chris asked, as lost in this dilemma as the rest of us.

      Jaden cleared his throat. “I hate to bring this up right now, but the Council of Elders has requested to see Adam.”

      We all stared at him as he changed the topic.

      “Tonight,” he made the statement more specific.

      I swallowed and tightened my arm around Adam, who had stiffened next to me.

      “The Council still wants to check on me, don’t they?” Adam said darkly.

      We all knew this would be coming, but now that Jaden had spoken the words, it added another layer of worry to all of our minds.

      “Do I need to worry?” Adam asked and shifted beside me. I looked up to read his face. There was an emotion there that surprised me. Something like rebellion.

      “The way I see it, it’s more a formality,” Jaden shared his take on the Council’s situation, “But there still is no way past their request,” Jaden prevented any of us from asking. “They are expecting us.”

      “By us, you mean Adam and you?” I tried to interpret his words.

      “Adam and myself,” Jaden nodded.

      “Then I’ll go and get it over with,” Adam commented.

      Jaden looked around, until he met my sister’s eyes. “And, if Sophie decides to go through with it, she is welcome to join us.”

      Horror was plain on all our faces, even Jaden’s, who had so nonchalantly spoken the Council’s offer. I could feel how he was internally crumbling.

      Garreth faded out of his chair and reappeared behind Sophie, hands protectively on her shoulders. She jumped.

      “If I decide to follow through with it?” she asked Jaden and Garreth alike.

      “That’s what they said.” He gave Garreth a long, concerned look and Garreth tensed behind the couch. “It’s up to you if you want to take the opportunity.”

      Jenna had trouble sitting still. Chris was holding her hand, trying to calm her, and himself. Ben’s eyes were gazing into the distance, face full of worry. Butterflies were raging in my stomach, not the good kind. The kind which seem to have razor-blade sharp wings, and which were cutting into  my flesh from inside as I pictured the worse outcome of a trip to the Council.

      “What will happen if I do decide to go with you?” Sophie asked.

      Garreth sighed and closed his violet eyes before the truth.

      “You will join Adam and me on the way there and you will step in front of the Council. The moment you face Azrael, we will know what your fate is.” Jaden made a short pause, choosing his next words carefully. “If it doesn’t work, you’ll never return.”

      Sophie nodded, indicating she understood what he had just said. “How much time do I have to decide?” she asked, voice controlled and face set.

      She was really considering rushing into this. Hadn’t she said she needed to sleep on it? Why the sudden change of heart?

      “Until nightfall,” Jaden whispered.
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      “You don’t have to do this,” I reasoned, hugging Sophie with tears in my eyes. “We’ll find another way.”

      I knew it wasn’t the truth. There was no other way besides waiting for Volpert to find us and eradicate us.

      The sun had just set and gray clouds were making the sky darker than it should be around this time of the day. Jaden and Adam were standing side by side, waiting for me to let go of my sister.

      Sophie had spent the afternoon by herself, making up her mind about what to do. She had decided to follow through with the Council’s way.

      “It’s the only way I might get to fight back when Volpert and his demons are coming for us, and give my little one a chance to live. If I die today, that’s good. It will be pain-free and quick. Not like what Volpert has in mind for us.” There had been a smile on her face, and I had been able to see her point of view—for a second or two. Then panic had set in. It wasn’t only my sister going there, Adam was going, too. Sure, after my transformation, the seed of good in Adam had sprouted into a forest of wonderful. There was technically no reason the Council would see a need to consider him a threat. But who knew—

      Adam and I had spent the afternoon together, arms wrapped around each other. Just the thought of letting him go was causing an old wound to slowly tear open.

      “I’ll be fine,” he had said plenty of times, and each time I had believed him for a second before the fear had set in once more.

      Now that I was watching him stand next to Jaden, a beautiful and strong and good demon, angel-like, I could see how he would win the Council over.

      I let go of Sophie and hugged Adam one last time.

      “I’ll take care of Sophie,” he promised and kissed me. “I love you.”

      The kiss was a promise as much as it was a goodbye. “You’ll come home,” I told him. With a heavy heart, I let Adam slip out of my grip.

      “Take care of both of them, Jaden,” Jenna asked as she and Chris were hugging them.

      Ben had retreated into the background. He had been the first to wish his brother and my sister good luck.

      “I love you,” I said to all three of them before Jaden took Adam’s and Sophie’s hand and they faded out of my view.

      Ben came to stand beside me and wrapped his arm around my shoulder. I took Jenna’s hand and Chris hugged Jenna. Together the four of us were standing frozen in the living room, each of us sending their own prayers and thoughts for Adam and Sophie.

      Liz had returned to the library a while ago after making us promise we would keep her updated about any developments. I didn’t have it in me to text her about their departure. She would have to wait until there was an actual outcome to the situation, hopefully, one that would make for good news.

      “What do we do now?” I asked into the room.

      The tension was almost tangible as Chris answered my question. “We wait. There is nothing else we can do.”

      Waiting was the hardest. I had checked my watch at least twenty times by the time the second hand had finished three full laps. Ben had let go of me and was now pacing the room nervously. The rest of us had settled down.

      “It helps me focus,” he bit at Jenna when she asked him to stay still for a minute.

      Jenna was rubbing Chris’ hand and Chris was reading the same page of a book over and over again.

      “What if they don’t return?” I asked quietly.

      We had gone through all of the possible scenarios earlier today. If the Council decided Adam was dangerous, they might kill him then and there.

      “I won’t let it come to that,” Jaden had said, and I had told him I would hold him to it.

      So, there was a good chance Adam would return, safe and healthy. Sophie on the other hand—I tried to not go back into that spiral of thoughts.

      The second hand had finished another five laps.

      “No matter what happens,” Chris said with a serious face, “you will always have a home here.”

      I stared at him, grateful and fearful at the same time. “Even if Adam doesn’t return?”

      “You are part of this family,” Jenna reinforced Chris’ words. “With or without Adam, you are one of us now.”

      There were no words I could find to respond to their generosity and love. However, they would feel everything I felt, and they would know that it meant everything to me.

      We all went back into silent mode. Each of us weighing their own worst nightmares against their hopes. The second hand was unbearably slow. How long would it take them to return?

      The rustling of Ben’s shirt and Jenna’s hand brushing the back of Chris’ hand were rhythmic reminders that I wasn’t alone—I would never be anymore. Not even if neither of them came back.

      Stop thinking like that, I commanded myself. My mind automatically pulled up images of my time without Adam, and another fear settled in.

      If Adam died, I would lose my mark. I would go insane. Why hadn’t I thought of this earlier? Sudden panic rose in my chest and I couldn’t sit still any longer.

      “I need to get out of here.” I jumped to my feet without knowing where I would go. “I need to do something.”

      Of course, I had no idea what that something might be. All I knew was that  sitting still was driving me crazy. There was literally nothing I could do about the situation. All my reasoning hadn’t convinced Sophie, and there had been no point reasoning about Adam’s going. Suddenly, I understood why Ben kept pacing.

      “Calm down, Claire.” Ben was right in front of me within a fraction of a second. “There is nothing we can do.”

      “I know,” I bobbed my head. “That’s exactly why I need to get out of here.”

      “And where will you go?” he asked, forehead creased, eyes accusing. “Everywhere is dangerous for you.”

      While he was still speaking, I knew where I wished I could go. Ben’s voice was fading out, there was a jolt in my stomach, and before I could think, I was there.

      The angel statue looked beautiful in the dim light. The gray clouds had become black and the night sky was a dark shade of indigo with pale moonlight framing the dark shapes in the graveyard. A gust of air rushed down my throat as I sucked in a breath in shock. I must have unintentionally teleported. All I had done was think of my parents and how I would love to talk to them, and here I was.

      Everywhere is dangerous for you, Ben’s words echoed in my head. This of all places had a history of dangerous for me. Not only had Volpert ordered Adam to kill me here, but Maureen had lured me into a trap, and the demons had hurt Ben the last time I’d been here.

      This was bad. I needed to get back to the Gallagers’. If I stayed here too long, I might attract unwanted attention.

      What had Jaden said about teleporting? Close your eyes and think of where you want to be? With a deep breath, I shut my eyelids and thought of the Gallagers’. The jolt in my stomach didn’t come, neither did I find myself in my desired destination. Again. I had done it before, so I must be able to reverse the location change. Nothing. What was wrong with me?

      The wind swept through the leaves of the old willow beside the stone statue. It caught me off guard and I jerked around. A slightly distorted dark shape was moving behind the curtain of branches. I gasped. I hadn’t even been out of the Gallagers’ sight for a minute and they had already found me?

      Sweat was building on my forehead. Focus! I thought of the Gallagers’ living room and closed my eyes. It simply had to work.

      The wind was switching direction and a cold gust of air rushed into my hair. I started and looked around. The shadow had moved closer, out of the cover of the branches.

      There was no choice, I had to teleport out of here. Running wasn’t an option. The demon would catch me before I could even reach the iron gate.

      “Quick,” Jenna’s voice tore me from my concentration. “Take my hand.”

      She grabbed my hand without waiting for me to react and I caught a glimpse of the shape before we faded out of the graveyard. It was black and billowing at the edges, the same way I had seen before when demons had attacked, but I could clearly make out a face behind the cloak of darkness. Maureen.

      “Thank God, I found you,” Jenna sat me down on the couch and pulled out her phone, “Don’t move,” she instructed before she started typing at top speed.

      Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. How could this have happened? I needed to learn more control over my angel powers. Something like this could never ever happen again. It could cost us all our lives.

      “I am letting Chris and Ben know I got you,” she commented on what she was doing.

      Less than ten seconds later, both of them were standing beside her.

      “What did you think you were doing?” Ben yelled at me.

      I shrank into the pillows.

      “I am sorry,” I apologized.“I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

      The three of them were chalk-white from fear.

      “If I had been a second later—” Jenna shook her head. “The demon would have gotten to you.”

      “Demon?” Chris asked between his teeth.

      “There was one in the graveyard,” I admitted meekly. For a moment, I wondered how Maureen had found me so fast, and then I looked at Jenna. If she hadn’t come directly after me, I wouldn’t be sitting here now. “How did you know I was there?”

      Jenna smiled and the fear slowly retreated out of her features. “We checked the three places we thought most likely. Your house, the library, and the graveyard.”

      “All places of particular meaning to you,” Chris added.

      “Thank you.” I gave all of them a long look. “And, I’m sorry this happened. I swear, I didn’t mean to teleport. It was an accident.”

      “We are lucky nothing worse happened. They won’t follow us here. This house is too well protected,” Jenna said and sat down beside me. “I teleported you out, so, in theory, the demon didn’t realize you had teleported there. They might still be in the dark about your angel-heritage.”

      Ben half-laughed at my words. “I guess I know what we can do to make time pass faster.”

      We all stared at him, questioning.

      “We help you gain more control over your teleporting. Right now is a stressful situation. If you manage to control it now, you’ll be able to control it when it counts.”

      I stared at him as if he had lost his mind. Hadn’t I just accidentally teleported myself into a life-threatening situation?

      “Just inside the house,” Ben continued as if he was reading my mind. “We don’t want to risk any other accidents tonight.”

      I looked at Jenna and Chris for help.

      “Actually not a bad idea, son,” Chris encouraged Ben.

      Jenna nodded. Within a moment, the three Gallagers had something to focus their energy on while they were waiting. If they thought it was a good idea, I would go with it.

      “For Sophie,” I said. If there wasn’t anything I could do to help her right now, at least I could get my abilities under control so I wouldn’t put her at risk if she returned. When she returned.

      “And Adam,” Ben added.

      “And the baby,” Jenna added.

      So, there we were, waiting for my pregnant sister and my demon-boyfriend to return. I had to admit, the thought of keeping busy was very much appealing  when I thought about how we had no real idea how long it might take them to return—if they returned. With a pang of self-control, I sat up and looked around, meeting three equally worried faces.

      “What do I do?” I threw into the room.

      Ben was the first to react. “Stand in the middle of the room,” he instructed. “Mom, Dad, please each pick a corner and go there.”

      He himself went to stand by the wall across the room from his parents, so I was framed in a triangle.

      “Now, we will take turns calling your name and you have to get to us as quickly as you can.”

      He was gesturing at me and the three options I had.

      “Start with me,” he eventually pointed at the floor right in front of him. “Go.”

      My eyes followed him with a mixture of caution and reluctance. What if it went wrong again? What if I teleported out?

      “Don’t worry, Claire,” Jenna threw in from the corner beside the fireplace. “You can do this. You’ve done it before.”

      “Okay,” I nodded, heart pounding and thoughts spiraling. For Sophie, and Adam, and the baby. I closed my eyes and visualized Ben and the empty spot in front of his feet.

      The jolt in my stomach set in after a minute of sweat and struggle, and my surroundings disappeared for a fraction of a second before my feet hit the floor and my eyes fluttered open, looking at the piece of wood I had pictured. Ben’s face was smiling down at me, full of approval.

      “Very good.” He grabbed me by the shoulders and turned me around so I faced Jenna and Chris. “ Your turn,” he called to his Mom and Dad. “Whoever wants to go first. Surprise her.”

      Jenna and Chris looked at each other for a brief second.

      “Here,” Jenna called and I tried again, closing my eyes and visualizing myself right in front of her.

      It took more than one attempt until I felt myself fading out of the spot before Ben and into the niche beside the fireplace with Jenna.

      “I knew you could do it!” Jenna hugged me when I made it.

      Chris called me next. It worked better this time. I had barely thought of the space near the window and I was there.

      “Good, Claire,” Ben praised my achievement. “Let’s step it up a little bit.”

      He eyed Chris and Jenna and they nodded, understanding him without the need for words.

      “Ready?” he asked before I could question him about what he was planning.

      “Here, Claire,” Jenna called.

      I hardly blinked and was in front of her, but before I could be satisfied it had worked again, Ben was calling my name. With another blink, I faded out and back into the space in front of him.

      The second my feet had hit the floor, Jenna was calling again. With a sigh, I teleported to her. Then Chris, and back to Ben, to Jenna, to Chris, Jenna, Ben, Jenna, Chris, Ben...

      A throb was developing inside my head as I was racing across the room over and over again, skipping the distance within fractions of seconds, over and over again until I finally ended up at Jenna’s feet when Ben had been calling my name.

      “I need a break,” I panted. This wasn’t as physically exhausting as it was mentally draining. There was no way I could continue like this for another minute. I would slip and eventually teleport myself out by accident.

      “Imagine Volpert’s face,” Ben continued his drill. “He wouldn’t let you rest.”

      “He’s right, Claire,” Jenna confirmed with pity all over her face. “I know you must be tired, but you need to try. Teleport to Ben.”

      They were right. When Volpert would eventually come for us, he wouldn’t show any mercy. Being able to control my abilities under extreme circumstances would be an advantage. There was no resting for me right now. I had to make this work.

      “Ben,” I whispered and closed my eyes until the pain in my head was retreating into the background and the jolt set in.

      A pair of arms wrapped itself around me when I reopened my eyes.

      “Well done!” Ben was crushing me in a bear-hug.

      “So this was a great start,” Chris commented on my self-control. “Now, let’s try something different.”

      Ben let go of me and we all looked at Chris, curious, and me a little anxious, about what he had to say.

      “You have zoomed through the time-space-continuum for about twenty times and it has worked perfectly. I am pretty sure by now you know exactly what it feels like to teleport.”

      I nodded, waiting for his suggestion for my next task. I felt like a Jedi.

      “Now, please focus on the couch and think of going there, but don’t teleport.” Chris pointed at the center of the room, where I had started out. “I know that under normal circumstances it’s no problem to not teleport, but if you are under pressure, you might really want to go to a place and you need to be able to control that urge.”

      Jenna bobbed her head in agreement. “If you can’t control that, you might expose yourself and that could have severe consequences.”

      The feeling from earlier was welling up in my chest again, like I needed to get out. With a pounding heart, I closed my eyes and forbade myself to think of the graveyard, my house, the library, or any other place outside the Gallagers’ estate.

      “Think of the couch,” Chris repeated.

      Almost immediately, the image of the soft pillows popped up in my head and my mind added Sophie into the picture, sitting there the way she had a day or two ago. How I hoped she was okay. Less than a second later, I felt something soft under my feet.

      I cursed and slid down onto the couch, feeling bad I hadn’t mastered this as easily as the first task. Was it because I had been distracted?

      “I’m sorry.” I was shrinking by the second. “I know, I should be able to do this.”

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Jenna eased my mind. “You are doing great. I wish I’d had such control less than forty-eight hours after my transformation. It took me weeks to get to a point where I could go outside and show myself in public.”

      “It didn’t take me that long,” Ben shared. “I wasn’t put under pressure the way you are now, though. I wonder if I could have been as strong had I been in your situation.”

      “You would,” Chris told his son and they shared a smile.

      All of a sudden, the room was more relaxed and I felt the support of my new family. They were pushing me because they wanted us all to have the best shot at getting through the demon’s revenge. Plus it was a welcome distraction from the fact that there was a good chance only the four of us would be left to face the demon’s revenge by the end of the night.

      I would use the time waiting the best I could until the moment of truth would come and we would know how many of us would be left to fight.

      “Think of Adam’s room, Claire,” Ben suddenly brought in a new location. “His soft bed, with the sheets that smell like him.”

      My heart was picking up pace as a reaction to the thought of Adam’s bed.

      “Not fair, Ben,” I mumbled and tried to control my emotions so as not to die of embarrassment.

      “Do it,” Jenna encouraged. “It’s actually a great idea, Ben.”

      I heard a chuckle in the background as I was visualizing Adam’s comfortable bed and his scent, and struggling to not fade out of the room and reappear a floor higher. It was harder than I could have imagined. Then there was a moment of absolute silence. I took a deep breath.

      “Great job!” Jenna said beside me.

      My eyelids fluttered open. She had sat down beside me and was watching me with a smile on her face.

      “It is unbelievable how much you love him,” she noted. “Even when you simply think of him it is filling the room with layers of love.”

      I stared at her, fighting a tear in my eye. He had to come back. There was no way I had gone through all of this just to lose him again.

      “It’s the same way Dad feels for you,” Ben countered, and Chris teleported over to sit next to his wife and put his arm around her.

      “And the same way she loves me,” he added.

      It was hard to look at them when I couldn’t be certain the love of my life would come back to me. My eyes found Ben’s, searching for help. He merely smiled and nodded. A wave of confidence was rolling off him. He probably knew the love of his life would be with him. Alex had been in his dreams and he had found her.

      “So, are we continuing?” I asked into the room, hoping to escape my own thoughts.

      “Continuing with what?” Jaden’s voice came from the doorway.

      My heart stopped. My eyes were searching for him, and as they found him, he faded out of my sight for a second just to reappear on a chair next to us. His face was unreadable.

      The thick silence was heavy in the air, polluting my mind with the worst assumptions. Chris and Jenna had frozen next to me, I could hear their hearts hammering in their chests as violently as my own. Ben’s face was composed, but the emotions streaming toward us from his corner were webbed with different layers of anxiety.

      “What’s wrong, Jaden?” I spoke when after a minute he still didn’t open his mouth.

      He took a deep breath and my world came tumbling down with the way he was looking at me.

      “Who is it, Jaden? Sophie or Adam? Or both? Please don’t say it’s both of them,” I was babbling, trying to get him to speak and at the same time filling the silence with words, leaving no space for him to talk.

      “I wanted to give you a quick update,” he interrupted my nervous interrogation. “Adam is with the Council right now, and—”

      “You left him alone there?” I blurted out. “I asked you to protect them both.” Disappointment was making my words harsher than they would usually have been.

      “Garreth is with him,” Jaden defended himself. “And I’ll be back there in a second.” He gave me a warning look to not interrupt him again. “Sophie is—well, amazing.”

      Jenna and Chris started breathing again.

      “What do you mean, amazing?” Ben asked before I could. “Did she make it through Azrael’s presence?”

      Jaden broke into a wide smile. “She didn’t,” he said and his smile fell as he took in our horrified expressions. “I mean, she didn’t need to.”

      “What?” Now, I was confused.

      Jenna grabbed my hand to prevent me from doing something I would regret. I did have the urge to tear off Jaden’s head for a brief second. Why couldn’t he be a little more specific? This was my sister we were talking about.

      “When we entered the Council’s realm, she transformed. She just spread wings as if it was the most normal thing in the world to do.”

      Four jaws dropped and a springtide of relief washed through the room, leaving behind a group of wondering people.

      “It’s true.” Jaden’s eyes started glowing. “When she crossed the border to the realm, she spread wings. She will be fine. The Council was as surprised as the rest of us.”

      “Why is she still there?” I asked, suspicious.

      It was clear the Council had some sort of fascination with our situation, otherwise, they wouldn’t ever get involved in such mundane problems.

      “They wanted to meet her anyway. The descendant of the Thompson family and also granddaughter of one of the Council’s most valued prophets. It got them curious.”

      If curiosity was the only thing, there wasn’t any reason to worry. Not about Sophie at least.

      “I really need to get going,” Jaden got back to his feet. “I’ll bring her back as soon as I can.”

      Before any of us could react, he was gone.

      It took a minute or two for me to relax. Sophie was fine. She had actually transformed and she didn’t even have to face Azrael in order to get triggered. Her true nature had broken through. Maybe it was her willingness to sacrifice herself in order to help protect our family that had pushed her over the edge and made her purest core reveal itself.

      The others were observing me as I was putting Jaden’s words into meaning little by little.

      “She’s coming back,” I finally voiced my relief. “She is really coming back.”

      “She is.”

      Jenna hugged me, Ben hugged his mother and Chris hugged all three of us.

      The elation about Sophie’s return was short-lived. Jaden had yet to bring her home, and the more capacity my brain had to worry about Adam, the more it did. Right now it had become unbearable to a degree of nausea.

      What if the Council had decided that he was a danger after all? His hunger for energy, for souls, it was still there, just redirected somehow. Not dangerous to me or his family.

      There was no way I could go back to teleportation training. Every fiber in my body was aching for them to return.

      “You should let Liz know Sophie is going to be okay,” Chris pointed out.

      He was right. I had promised her and she would be waiting by the phone all night if I didn’t get in touch now. With a quick motion, I pulled out my phone and started texting.

      
        
        
        Sophie transformed. She’ll be home soon.

      

        

      

      Writing the words made it feel more real than it had a minute ago.

      It didn’t take a minute until my phone buzzed.

      
        
        
        Adam?

      

        

      

      That one word was enough to put me back into limbo.

      
        
        
        Still waiting. Call you tomorrow morning.

      

        

      

      Without another look at the display, I stowed the phone in my pocket and sat back on the couch. The seconds were trickling insultingly slow. At least the good news about Sophie let us all cling on to the initial hope we’d had for Adam.

      “Waiting again, I guess,” I spoke into the room.

      Three heads nodded in agreement and we sat in silence for a long time. I only realized how long it had been when footsteps woke me up.

      “Sophie!” I jumped to my feet, fully awake within a fraction of a second, and rushed toward her with arms wide open.

      She didn’t get an opportunity to say anything before I crushed her in a hug.

      “I’m so glad you’re back,” I mumbled into her shoulder. “You have no idea how long this night was.”

      There was a light chuckle beside my ear, like a beautiful melody, and she tore out of my arms. “It felt like only a couple of minutes to me,” she laughed and her face lit up with angelic beauty and happiness. “I’m back,” she repeated my words, “and I am immortal, just like Jaden and Garreth, like the Gallagers and you. And Noel.”

      There was a tear of joy in my eye as I squeezed her hands and hugged her once more. As I blinked, another shape behind Sophie caught my eye. He was standing in the doorway, tall and black-haired, eyes glowing spring-green and lips giving me a heartbreakingly beautiful smile.

      “Adam!” I tore out of Sophie’s arms and almost fell over my own feet wanting to walk and teleport at the same time.

      He just stood there like a figure from a fairy tale, like a Greek statue, a masterpiece of creation, wordless, waiting for me to close the gap between us.

      “Now I’ll never let you go,” he breathed into my hair when I finally crushed against him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Perfection

          

        

      

    

    
      “They actually let you go.” It was hard to believe, after all the bad luck we’d had, that everything had gone well. Better than well.

      Sophie had catalyzed on her own. Of course, there was the interesting development that Sophie had marked Garreth on the way in. Jaden luckily had gone ahead with Adam to face the Council of Elders first. There was no way of knowing what it would have done to him. With his history, nothing was predictable.

      Jaden had popped up next to us and was now smiling at the happy reunion. Somehow a bit of nostalgia was braided into his features. It made me wonder how much longer he would be there for me. Things had started to develop in a spiral of positive events and I had the feeling his mission might come to an end.

      Not now. I shoved the thought aside and focused on the waves of happiness in the room. It took a solid hour until everyone had properly expressed how happy they were and the level of good energy had become almost intoxicating to the heart. It was hard to imagine there was a vindictive demon out there, biding his time until he could eradicate the last two descendants of the bookkeeper—the last three. I had forgotten about the baby.

      “So how do you feel?” I asked Sophie when we were finally climbing the stairs. It had been a long night for all of us, and for some of us everything had changed.

      Sophie put her arm around my shoulders and pulled me to her side as we were slowly taking step after step.

      “There are no words,” she said and I understood.

      “Is Garreth ok?” I asked. “I noticed he didn’t return with the rest of you.”

      She grimaced. “It’s hard to tell.”

      I didn’t understand. “What happened?”

      “Well, I marked him when I spread my wings,” she explained as if I should know.

      I did know how it felt to be marked, the way you got knocked out and woke up like a new person, but I didn’t get the worried expression on her face.

      “He is a guardian angel. A real angel.” Sophie opened the door to the guest room. “Supposedly it’s different for them if it happens. The Council said it happens so rarely there is almost no record of the aftereffects.”

      We both laid down on the bed fully clothed and stared at the ceiling. So much had happened since we had found out about our angel-gene, and despite having lived through this with Adam, then when I had spread my own wings, and now with Sophie, I just couldn’t get used to how our lives had made a-hundred-and-eighty-degree turn. When a year ago Sophie and I had barely been able to discuss school problems, we were now talking over immortal creatures.

      “He is bound to you and he is supposed to protect you and you are immortal. And he is. He’ll be assigned to you until the end of the Earth,” I deduced from my knowledge.

      “It’s a bit of a dilemma,” she sighed and rolled to the side. “In theory, our guardian angels aren’t supposed to be sticking around after we transform,” she explained. “At least that’s what the Council said.”

      “What are they like?” I asked, compelled by the thought of entities so powerful they were controlling an entire species.

      “They are impressive,” she giggled, nervous at the thought. “And scary. They never leave their realm.”

      “Ever?”

      “They don’t need to. They have an armada of angels scouting and protecting.”

      I mused for a minute. They were practically untouchable. No human would ever see them, not even transformed part-angels. Only when we died, we would be guided to the other side by Azrael. They were, as Jaden described them, the powerful, stoic elite of angels, guarding and steering the flow of ages.

      A part of me envied Sophie for having laid eyes on them, the other part was glad I hadn’t had to go through the excruciating experience of not knowing whether I’d come back or not.

      “What happened up there?” I asked, suddenly interested in every detail of what I would never get to see.

      “Well, it was strange.” She fell silent for a while, her breathing slow and relaxed, her chest rising and falling with the rhythmic intake of air.

      “Strange?”

      “At first, I couldn’t see. Then I spread my wings and suddenly I could see through the glistening light. There were shapes and colors. And at the end of the space, there was a platform with four creatures. Beautiful and hard to describe. I wonder if there are human words for what they looked like.” Her words were coming out fast and rushed suddenly, as if she was trying to say everything before she would forget. “The head of the Council has eyes like diamonds—”

      I was reminded of my conversation with Jaden that now seemed ages ago. He had mentioned his boss was the archangel, Michael.

      “—and Jophiel has hair like a rainbow. It sparkles in every color imaginable, and yet is somehow translucent.” She wrinkled her forehead. “It’s hard to describe.”

      I tried to draw a picture to her words in my head and couldn’t find a proper visualization. So I asked, “Michael, Jophiel, and Azrael, right? Who’s the fourth one?”

      “Ameretat,” Sophie sighed. “She is hard to look at, that’s how beautiful she is. Skin like dark velvet and hair like a sleek, black waterfall of silk.”

      The way her words were blossoming in her descriptions made it clear they all must be beyond imagination beautiful. Sophie wasn’t easily impressed.

      “What is Azrael like?”

      There was a long pause and I wondered if I had overstepped some border, asking about the key figure of the Council for her case.

      “He is... incredible and interesting,” she whispered, voice breaking from awe. “Claire, you look at him and you see the flow of time pass in his eyes.”

      “I don’t understand.” Flow of time. Wasn’t he supposed to bring people to the other side?

      I watched her gaze go back to Azrael in her memory.

      “He has those deep, black eyes. They are like portals into a dimension we are not yet able to grasp—or never will be. You look at him, and you see the allure of death, how it could be an easy choice, a peaceful alternative to difficulties, to hardship, to fear, and then you look closer and you see how the path there isn’t as easy as one would think. It’s not `close your eyes and die’, it’s `face yourself, your problems, your fears, your struggles’. There is no way past recognizing who you truly are, if you want to get past him.”

      As I was listening to her, I wondered if Mom and Dad had faced Azrael in their final seconds. Had he helped them get to wherever we were going after we left this life? What had they seen? Had Dad known, or realized who he truly was? That he’d had angelic heritage?

      “And he will make sure you  find the true you. It’s all in his eyes. In the depth of them, you’ll find everything you’ve always hoped to forget you are.”

      “We are immortal now,” I realized aloud. “If we are lucky, we’ll never have to face him in our moment of death.” What she had said about Azrael had created a nervousness in my stomach I hadn’t felt since after our parents’ death.

      Sophie chuckled darkly. “I know how you feel. I’ll never forget how I felt meeting him, even if I wasn’t dying, just a casual encounter, so to speak.”

      I had to laugh at the absurdity of our topic of conversation. Sophie had changed within the past couple of hours. The way she was speaking, what about herself had she found in Azrael’s eyes?

      “Even if we are immortal, Claire, there is no way of avoiding to become who we are meant to be. We can’t escape life or our purpose, especially not if we are immortal. We’d be running away for eternity, and that’s a long time to run.”

      “Especially, if you can’t outrun yourself,” I added. “You are different,” I noted. “Wiser.” It wasn’t my position to judge, but it was like our relationship had reached a whole new level. Even after Mom and Dad’s funeral we hadn’t talked like this.

      “We are both different,” she corrected. “I can only begin to understand what you’ve been going through all this time. You’re brave.”

      I smiled at her. “So are you.” I took her hand, comforted by the touch, knowing she was really there, that I hadn’t just imagined her return. I still had a sister. “I love you, Sophie.”

      “Love you, too.”

      We laid there for a while, until we both fell into a peaceful sleep.

      

      It didn’t take long for all of us to accept the new situation. After a couple of days, we’d both mastered the basics in teleporting, reading emotions, and filtering out what distracted us. The stressful training during Sophie’s and Adam’s absence had proven highly effective and pushed my development. I was becoming stronger every day. The only thing we hadn’t started was flying. Jaden had wanted us to be ready, especially Sophie. With the baby it was even more critical she shouldn’t have accidents. I agreed. So, I put my impatient nature on hold and waited until Jaden would finally find us ready. In the meantime, I spent every free second of the day with Adam. This afternoon, Jenna and Chris had taken Sophie out shopping for baby clothes. I had passed, taking one of the rare opportunities of being alone in the house with Adam.

      We both knew it was only a matter of time until we would have to face our darkest nightmare. Volpert was preparing to strike, and so were we. “Offense is the best defense,” Jaden had said. He had put in a little combat training for everyone. It had surprised me, as I had always taken him for a peaceful creature. It seemed he was quite the opposite when it came to making sure he wouldn’t fail his mission.

      “What are you thinking?” Adam tore me from my thoughts.

      I looked up and found his spring-green eyes studying my face as he was leaning forward beside me on the couch in his room.

      “Same old,” I said and rested my head in the palms of my hands. “If only we could find an angle that Volpert doesn’t expect. The element of surprise, you know,” I mused aloud.

      “He doesn’t know you both are part-angels,” he suggested.

      He was right, but it wasn’t enough. This might buy us some time when he was going to attack, but it wasn’t something that would put the odds in our favor. Angels or not, Volpert wanted us dead.

      “We will come up with a plan,” Adam reassured me when I didn’t speak.

      “Jaden keeps pushing us to learn faster and Garreth,” I thought of the violet-eyed, majestic angel, “is still absent. We haven’t heard from Noel since the day you were cleared by the Council.”

      Noel, our grandfather, was another topic lingering on my mind. Ever since that awkward conversation in the private rooms of the coffee shop, we had barely spoken. Whether it was from lack of interest or lack of time, I didn’t know. He had been thrilled when I had shared the news about Sophie’s transformation, and then he had become quiet and excused himself. He was still trying to catch a vision about our future, I assumed, and that took time. Time we didn’t have. Of course, Alex was helping him with that, and Ben had dedicated himself to learning everything he could about prophecies by spending time with Alex. At least he was using his time well, being with someone he cared for.

      I shook my head at myself. What was the point of dwelling on all the dark things in our lives? Wasn’t it gift enough that I had my sister back? And Adam? Beautiful, inspiring, exciting Adam.

      My breath caught in my throat when he took my hand. Despite being a natural at being an angel, the intensity of every sensation was sometimes overwhelming. This time in a good way.

      There were no words for how much I loved Adam. More and more by the minute, it seemed. Had I expressed the full extent of my feelings for him? I had told him I loved him, but I needed to show him. I needed to feel him with all my new senses. All of a sudden, the air became electrified. I read his emotions, and knew he had picked up on my mood. The spark in his eyes was a visible artifact of his state of mind.

      “I wish I could stop time,” Adam said and pulled my hand to his chest. “This is perfect.” He curled around me and cradled me against him. “You are perfect.”

      Ever since I had marked Adam, he was like a new person. The fear that had darkened his beautiful features even before he had been struck by Volpert’s demons, was suddenly gone. There was a light in his eyes I hadn’t seen since our trip to the snowy plains, when he had carried me in his arms and flown across the white, flat landscape.

      After his return from the dead, he had avoided interaction and closeness of all kind. Now he wasn’t shying away from me. He wasn’t staying in his room or keeping to himself the way he had before. We were finally together.

      “Not as perfect as you are,” I smiled into his shoulder and my hand traced the contours of his chest.

      “You honestly think I am more perfect than you?” he chuckled and kissed the top of my head.

      I felt his joking tone more than I heard it. A wave of admiration came with it and a wave of emotion that was so similar to how I felt.

      “There is only one way to find out who is, isn’t there?” I picked up what I perceived from him and freed my  hand to pull up his shirt.

      Adam let go of me and lifted his arms above his head while I was pulling off the plain white fabric. When his face reappeared and strands of dark hair were dancing on his forehead, the soft, green glow of his eyes caught me off guard.

      “I love you.” Adam’s gaze melted my insides and his emotions enveloped me completely.

      My finger ran down his arms while he was slowly dropping them to his sides, then across his chest and stomach and they only came to a halt when he stopped them at the seam of his pants.

      “Are you sure?”

      Was he really asking this? Even if his emotional radar wasn’t as sensitive as mine was, he must be feeling how I wanted this. How much I wanted him. There was my off-the-charts desire for him, but more than that, a deep and burning love that nothing could erase.

      “More than ever.”

      His lips curved into a beautiful smile that only intensified what I was already feeling. He freed my hands and reached to the top of my blouse, tracing down the buttons with the fingers of one hand while the other pulled aside the collar, making way for his mouth to kiss my neck.

      My heartbeat quickened the second his lips touched my skin, while he was opening my blouse, button by button, so subtly that, if it weren’t for my heightened senses, I might not even have noticed.

      Without thinking, I let my hands follow their original path, pulling open the buttons of his jeans.

      Adam’s breath was a hot gust against my skin and we blurred from where we were standing onto the soft, red sheets on his broad bed. Teleporting came in handy. My fingers were still holding on to the fabric of his pants when he rolled onto me and gently pinned me down with his muscular arms. I marveled at the silken texture of his skin when I freed my hands and pulled my face against his chest. His scent was a wonderful breeze that I couldn’t get enough of.

      Propped up on one arm, he freed the other arm and without warning my blouse was gone. I giggled nervously and thanked God that the house was empty. I really didn’t need anyone to hear us.

      My fingers searched their way up to his neck and down his back, running over the scarred skin from where his black wings had ripped their way out of his body. Despite my super-sensitive sense of touch, I could hardly feel it anymore.

      While I was kissing his chest and throat, he rolled off me and slipped out of his pants. I couldn’t stop staring. He was perfect.

      With a smile, Adam studied my face. Surely, he must be feeling the flaring flames that his presence was causing.

      With shaky hands, I opened my own pants and shoved them down, anxious to follow his lead and at the same time worried how he might feel about what he was going to see when I would be fully undressed. And then it was done.

      His eyes spoke volumes. The glow was intensifying, his lips parted over his smile, and one more time, he reached over. This time he was slow and careful, like he was touching something breakable. And he was right. Despite my strength, my immortality, I was fragile and uncertain when it came to the act of physical love.

      “I was right,” he said between kissing my stomach and running his hands up my thighs, “you are the most perfect.”

      With his words—and his touch—all nervousness was wiped away. All that mattered now was him and me, and time ceased to exist for us for a while...

      

      “I love you.” Adam rolled to the side, his breathing slowly getting back to normal, and faced me. The fireworks which had displayed in his eyes a few seconds ago, were now turning into an intense smoldering, reflecting how I was feeling—purest and deepest satisfaction. For a brief moment, I wondered if my eyes looked the same. Two brightly burning stars in a universe of love.

      “Forever,” was all I had to add. Nothing else needed to be spoken.

      

      When I woke up, the room had darkened. My angel senses were able to see through the layer of night and find Adam’s peaceful face resting beside me. Had anyone ever told me life could be this good, I wouldn’t have believed them. It was easy to forget that I had a target on my back when I was close to Adam the way I was now. Every barrier had fallen in the most unique physical union.

      My hand glided over my shoulder and my collarbone, tracing the area where Adam’s fingers had lingered a couple of hours ago. There was nothing that had felt impossible in that moment. We had literally hovered mid-air, each of us ecstatic in their own personal way and each of us fueled by the other’s excitement. I had felt emotions I hadn’t known were even possible—I was certain no human being could ever experience love in depth the way I just had with Adam. We were one, more than before I had marked him. More than even after he had marked me. And there was no going back. Not that I would have wanted to.

      Adam stirred beside me as I crawled back into his arms.

      “Hello,” he whispered and placed a kiss on my lips.

      “Hi,” I smiled.

      Despite their insignificance, the words we spoke meant everything. He hadn’t said `hello’, he had said, `you are the center of my universe’. His kiss had meant `you are beautiful beyond words’. Each touch after that said the same thing. And I held still and let his fingers talk.
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      “Not like that!” Garreth shouted over the field. “Angle your wing up just a little higher.” He lifted his right wing at the point where it had the most flexibility. “Like this!”

      Sophie and I were mirroring his movements with slight difficulties. Flapping wings wasn’t so much the issue. I had come to get the grasp on general control of them fairly quickly. So had Sophie. It were the finer, more detailed motions that we were struggling with.

      “Exactly, Sophie.” Garreth was behind us all of a sudden, examining our posture like a ballet coach. “A little higher up with this part,” he pulled my wing up at the feathers.

      After a week of silence and no-show of Garreth, he had reappeared and made it, it appeared, his life-goal to make Sophie and me the perfect fighters, on land and airborne. Jaden was supporting his plan one hundred percent. It was just a further step in his own idea to prep us to be able to defend ourselves. If we were already a match in strength for the demons, we might as well be able to use our strength against them effectively. Today’s lesson was taking off from the ground without dropping our defense. Specifically, protecting our wings so we had a way out where demons couldn’t follow.

      “How many times are you going to make us do this?” Sophie groaned. “I need a break. This is hard work. Am I even supposed to do this while I am pregnant?”

      “It won’t hurt the baby if you know how to defend yourself,” Garreth said with an intensity he had only been using recently when speaking to my sister.

      I glanced at him over my shoulder and caught him staring at Sophie with an expression of exasperation. He composed his features within a fraction of a second.

      “Okay, take a break,” he said, turned, and walked a couple of steps until he was standing at the end of the field.

      Automatically, our stances fell back into our natural slouch.

      “How’s the baby?” I asked and touched Sophie’s arm to get her attention. Her eyes had followed Garreth and were now lingering on his motionless figure, face unreadable.

      “Fine, I think,” she started at my touch and grabbed her rounding belly. “I guess I should eat something.”

      “I brought a sandwich for you.” I reached into my bag and pulled out the food I had prepared for Sophie, just in case she would need anything. Of course, any of us could teleport back and get something from the Gallagers’ kitchen without a problem. Still, it felt kind of normal to care for her in a human way.

      “Thanks.” She took it from my hand with a smile of gratitude. “This little one is keeping me hungry.”

      Garreth was still showing us his back, looking out at the horizon. The place seemed familiar. The last time I had seen it, it had been covered under a snowy blanket and Adam had carried me through the sky, cradled against his bare chest. His perfect, bare chest. Since we’d had sex, I appreciated his body in a completely new way. I was sure my heightened angel-senses did play a role in that, too.

      “You ok?” Sophie asked while chewing, eyebrows raised as she was watching my emotions go awry at the thought of the night with Adam.

      “Umm—” I didn’t have an answer to that and blushed.

      She chuckled and peeked over her shoulder.

      “Do you think he is upset with us?” her tone was not the light, teasing one from a second ago. There was honest concern in it.

      “I wish I knew.” I eyed Garreth’s broad shoulders and tall figure, his chestnut braid falling down his back between his shoulder blades. He didn’t look like he belonged here, he was too stoic, too—unearthly.

      “I wonder what the Elders said to him.” She followed my gaze and studied Garreth’s still figure.

      “He’s different,” I agreed, “fiercer, more intense.”

      I replayed the past few days in my mind, trying to figure out what had changed—besides that he had been marked. The way he had been looking at Sophie had changed. She wasn’t a simple assignment any longer, it was more than that. He cared. It was obvious.

      Garreth pivoted and caught us staring. “Ready to continue?” he called and then teleported to within a foot of us.

      Sophie and I dropped our gazes like schoolgirls and nodded, embarrassed.

      “We will pick up where we left off. Just this time, I want you to actually take off and hover in the air for a little bit.”

      “I thought you said we aren’t ready,” Sophie argued.

      “It seems I underestimated you,” Garreth said to her and looked back to the end of the field. “I know your condition makes it more dangerous for you, but you probably can handle this. The same as you spread your wings without being triggered by Azrael.”

      “What if I can’t?” Sophie was clutching her belly again, protecting her little one from a danger that hadn’t yet occurred.

      Garreth leaned toward her and laid his hand on hers for the first time. “I will protect you both.”

      Sophie startled at the sudden intimacy and looked up at me for help. I shrugged, as surprised as she was.

      Garreth noticed our silent exchange and straightened, pulling back his slender hand. “I mean, if you have any issues, I’ll teleport you out of the sky.”

      “Okay,” Sophie chose to ignore the past few seconds. “Let’s do it.”

      She got into position and I followed her lead.

      “On three,” Garreth said, “one, two, three.”

      This time my wings angled up at the end just the right way, like Garreth had shown earlier. Sudden strength rushed into the lengths under the feathers and I kicked off the ground. I didn’t need to think what I was doing, my body was doing it for me. I soared up into the air, higher and higher, far out of Garreth’s reach. I couldn’t hover. Something inside of me was urging me to fly and so I opened my wings to their full extent and glided through the sky. The green fields underneath me looked like a soft, velvet carpet, the stream of air underneath my wings was warm and dry, and carried me in a wide curve around the spot where Sophie and Garreth were tiny dots in the green. It felt like I had hatched from a cocoon. I was  free. Free of feeling incapacitated, free of being left behind, free of being tied to a grave. Free. I let a shout of elation escape my lips as I soared over the landscape, too far up for human eyes to see and too ecstatic to care.

      It took a while until I was willing to return to the ground. Neither Garreth’s angry calls nor Sophie’s worried ones made me feel bad. I couldn’t help it. With cautious eyes, I tested my way toward the spot I had taken off from. Two upset faces greeted me as I touched the ground effortlessly.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Garreth burst out at the same time Sophie was scolding me.

      “You almost gave me a heart attack.”

      Why was it so bad that flying had come as naturally to me as the rest of it—except for controlling my teleporting under circumstances of pressure?

      “This was amazing,” I shouted, high on adrenaline from my first flight.

      I couldn’t help but giggling about myself. I was completely out of control and it felt wonderful, like someone had set free my true nature, a fearless and strong one. I wasn’t the shy, insecure bundle I had been the day I met Adam, neither was I the broken soul I had been after his death, or the torn one I had been when I had been struggling to get my emotions straight between Adam and Ben. I was finally myself.

      Sophie and Garreth were staring at me half-worried, half-confused, probably wondering what was wrong with me.

      When I let out a laugh of relief and calmed down with a couple of deep breaths,  I was able to let the new sense of me-ness radiate through me. Then Sophie and Garreth understood what was going on, that I hadn’t gone crazy, I simply had found myself, somewhere up there between the thin layers of clouds.

      “Sorry I made you worry,” I brought myself to say the words. I wasn’t sorry for having taken off like that, but I was sorry to have given my sister and Garreth a reason to worry.

      “Wow,” Garreth commented—not on my apology. “You really are a natural. I wish Jaden was here to see this.” His features were composed and all disapproval had disappeared.

      “He probably would have gotten up there and pulled me back down to the ground by my legs,” I laughed. I could imagine how Jaden would have panicked.  Not because he wouldn’t have trusted I could handle myself flying, but because he would have suspected Volpert’s henchmen everywhere.

      Sophie laughed with me. “He definitely would.”

      As the adrenaline rush was wearing off, I realized I hadn’t noticed how Sophie had been doing on her first flight.

      “Did you return to the ground as instructed?” I asked her with a smirk.

      She was the best student. Always. She had done perfect in school and she had been doing perfectly in college so far. Naturally, she would be the uncanny student here in our private little angel-class.

      Sophie smiled. “You know me,” she shrugged, and without warning, she angled her wings and kicked off the ground.

      She was hovering just high enough to tower over me like a giant, her wings slowly moving up and down, shoveling just the right amount of air so she wouldn’t fall. I watched her, mouth open. Perfect!

      Garreth’s violet eyes were silently observing her. There was some kind of emotion in them I couldn’t fully understand. It was a mixture of adoration and fear. Before I could find an interpretation for his emotional state, a loud thud claimed my attention. Sophie had let herself drop back onto her feet a foot from me.

      “It moved!” Her voice jumped an octave higher as she threw her arms around me. “The baby just moved. I felt it for the first time.”

      I hugged her back, feeling her bliss. She was transforming, too, only she was becoming a mother. Every inch of her emotional field was full of warmth and love and joy. It was overwhelmingly beautiful.

      “I’m so happy for you,” I whispered, the new strong Claire, who would do anything to protect her little unborn nephew or niece.

      Sophie pulled out of my arms and hugged Garreth, who wasn’t expecting it and flinched slightly as she flung her arms around his neck. He patted her back, bent into an awkward position, careful to not squeeze her too tight before he carefully pulled out of her arms.

      “I guess we call it a day,” he announced. “We have achieved quite a lot today. We can continue combat training tomorrow.”

      There was something about the way he was speaking that made me wonder if he was alright. And there it was again, the confused state of emotion radiating off of him, adoration and fear, keeping a perfect balance under his smooth features. Sophie didn’t seem to notice. She was too absorbed in the moment, running her fingers over her belly, cooing to it.

      When we arrived back at the Gallagers’, Jenna and Chris were waiting for us in the living room together with their sons and two unexpected guests.

      All three of us froze as we entered, and Sophie’s gleeful expression slipped from her face as she took in the climate in the room. It was tense to a degree of painful.

      “What happened?” I asked and rushed to Adam’s side.

      He gave me a concerned look, one worse than speaking the truth.

      “They are coming.” I let myself fall into the armchair next to Adam, suddenly drained. “Aren’t they?”

      I didn’t need to hear it in order to understand, it was there in their eyes.

      “They are coming soon,” I concluded from the looks on their faces.  Especially Noel’s. Our time was running out.

      “I had the dream last night,” Noel explained. “They are coming here.”

      Even though we had known this would be coming, Sophie and I both shrank as we heard the words. Garreth took a protective stance beside Sophie, looking like an unearthly bodyguard.

      “When?” he asked, sharper than I could imagine coming from his angelic mouth.

      “Soon.” Noel held his gaze. “Volpert has been gathering forces. He is still waiting for some more to join him.”

      Forces? Volpert’s clan consisted of twelve deadly demons. If it was just them, we might have a shot at defeating them. After all, we were nine angels, four of which were real ones, the rest part-angels. Plus one strong and good demon, fighting on our side.

      “How many?” I asked.

      “In the dream, they outnumbered us by at least double,” Alex answered. She was sitting between Noel and Ben, hand resting on Ben’s arm.

      “How much time?” Sophie asked. Her hands wandered down to her belly subconsciously.

      “A week,” Noel said. “Maybe two.”

      Adam sat down on the armrest of my chair and it hit me. Volpert was preparing to strike, not just to kill Sophie and me, but to eradicate all of us. Everyone who had played a part in keeping his mission from succeeding. I reached for Adam’s hand, needing to hold on to something, and he squeezed my fingers.

      “Is there hope?” I almost didn’t dare to ask, accordingly my words were almost inaudible.

      “There might be,” Jaden materialized in the center of the room, Liz beside him.

      For the first time since my transformation, his sudden appearance had taken me by surprise.

      “Sorry,” he eyed me with golden, worried eyes. “I had to get Liz here, so we have everyone we trust in one room.”

      Liz lifted her hand and waved. “Honestly, I was just doing my hair, and he shows up—” she pointed at the black mess on her head, half of it straightened out and the other half bushy and sticking out in every direction.

      “Sorry about that,” Jaden apologized to her for what seemed not to be the first time, “but this couldn’t wait.”

      “Thanks for coming on such short notice,” Chris gave Liz a wide smile, perfectly suppressing his amusement about her hairstyle.

      I hardly noticed. All I could think of was the looming threat of Volpert and his vengeance.

      “So, what’s so urgent it can’t wait five minutes?” Liz theatrically dropped into an empty chair and pulled out a clip while pulling strands out of her face and onto the back of her head.

      Noel took a deep breath and summarized what he had just told us a minute ago. “Volpert will attack soon. One or two weeks at the most. He’s not alone. Besides the members of his clan, he is gathering forces.”

      Liz’ jaw dropped as she was listening to the old man. “They are coming after all of you,” she eventually comprehended.

      “They are,” Noel confirmed.

      Garreth suddenly stiffened. “This time it’s not only vengeance for the bookkeeper’s interference,” he stated. “They are trying to get back at the Elders for banishing them.”

      “Banishing who?” I shook my head at the new piece of information, unsure of what to do with it.

      When Garreth didn’t answer, but rather stayed frozen to the spot, Jaden spoke instead.

      “With our little ensemble here, Volpert is finding a rare opportunity of not only finishing his revenge on the Thompson bloodline, he also finds the guardian angel who aided the bookkeeper.” His eyes flickered up at Noel, who nodded. “Additionally, he finds three more original angels,” he pointed at Alex, Garreth, and himself, “angels who have access to the angelic realm. The realm the Elders banished them from.”

      As I was listening to him, the first part of what he was saying made sense, but the second part didn’t.

      “That would mean that the demons originally did have access,” I tried to make sense of it. “So they were—”

      My heart thudded faster. It couldn’t be true. How could such evil creatures once have been pure like Jaden or Garreth?

      “Exactly,” Liz interrupted my thought. “The first demon was an angel. He disagreed with the Council of Elders for the way they conducted their reign. Instead of confronting them directly, he took his anger out on the humans the Elders so dearly were trying to protect.”

      “The Elders were protecting humans?” Sophie repeated.

      Liz sighed. “I think I need to back up a little further.” Her eyes became unfocused as she retreated into the library in her brilliant mind. “Before the age of guardian angels, the Council of Elders was watching over the human race by itself. Back then it was five of them. Michael, Jophiel, Azrael, Ameretat, and Lucifer.”

      Lucifer. The fallen angel.

      “Lucifer started working against the four others and built up forces by tempting humans with immortality and corrupting them by helping them gain power,” Liz continued. “As he was building his legion, the Council had to act. In order to protect humanity, they created the first group of guardian angels.” She refocused on the present and looked around. “As times got more desperate and the demons grew in numbers, procreated and mated with humans, the Council had to increase the numbers of their force of guardian angels, too. Eventually, all of you were created.” She pointed at Jaden, Garreth, Noel, and Alex. And all of you,” she gestured at the Gallagers, Sophie, and me, “share the blood of one of those ancient guardians. Like Noel and you two.” She waved her hand back and forth between the three of us. “Now it was getting complicated. The more angels the Council created, the harder it was to control them. And even though they were good and pure, they were also tempted by the lives their fosterlings were leading.” Liz eyed Jaden. “After decades or even centuries of being a spectator in human lives and experiencing love and joy second-hand, some of them started to crave it for themselves.”

      Jaden and Garreth shared a look. Agnes and Constance. My grandmother and my great-graeat-grandmother. The two angels had craved the love of those two women, but it was Noel who had shared love with my grandmother. He was the lucky one to have experienced human love in a way Jaden and Garreth never had.

      “And some of them followed Lucifer’s path, disconnected from the source of good, and chose to use their power for evil.” Liz claimed all our attention. “After they had disconnected, it wasn’t long until they were starving for the pure energy of the source, and needed a new way of getting that energy. And as they were going mad with hunger, they finally realized that it was there, everywhere in creation. Every living creature, every blossom in the Earth’s flora was pulsating with pure life energy. But it was strongest in humans. It was in their bodies and even stronger, it was in their souls.” Her eyes wandered over to Adam as she was finishing her story. “And so they started slaughtering humans for their souls in their endless need for a supplement to the original source of life. And love. But it was never enough. They keep searching for a way to enslave angels and strip them of their angelic energy. If they are able to cloak themselves in light, they might find a way back into the angelic realm and to the source.”

      The four guardian angels in the room already knew the story, but the rest of us were sharing the same bewildered expression.

      “Of course, with time, the Elders saw that guardian angels alone wouldn’t be the solution. There would have to be a certain warrior element in each of the guardians they sent to protect humanity from the evil.”

      Images of my first encounter with Jaden as a fighter were flashing through my mind as I was listening to Liz’ rich voice. He had hovered mid-air, wings spread wide, and fought the demons at my doorstep. Or Garreth in combat training. He was a graceful death-machine, strong, controlled, beautiful, deadly.

      “The worst kind of warrior,” Garreth added, as if he had read my mind. “Detached to a degree of emotionless. Despite the fact that we share the ability to read emotions, we original angels are different from you human-angel breeds. We see and feel what our fosterlings feel, and still, we don’t  feel. Not really. Not the way humans do, or part-humans for that matter. Passionately and desperately and intensely, in every fiber of their bodies and souls. That’s how we are able to endure watching thousands of years of human pain and loss, of love and despair, without going crazy. That’s also how we can become weapons of our own cause and kill demons when we come across them.”

      I shuddered. Jaden had always appeared human in the way he showed emotions. Almost as if he was feeling everything I did intensified, like he was carrying the major share of my pain for me.

      “You are different,” I claimed. My eyes bore into Jaden’s gentle, golden gaze. “All of you.” My chin pointed at Jaden, Garreth, and Noel, all of which had been in love with a human.

      “We are,” Jaden confirmed. “We all  let ourselves become intrigued by the world of humans, by their tragedies, their happiness, their love. And we all wanted to experience for ourselves what it meant to be loved the way only mortals can, like there is only so much time and there is no second you want to lose.”

      “It’s a treacherous idea, the thought of loving and being loved like that,” Garreth added. “It’s an impossibility if there is no equality, and there never will be with a mortal.” His face had hardened.

      His history with Constance must still be hurting somewhere in the depths of his heart. Detached or not, mortal or not, he had loved her, the same way Jaden had loved Agnes. Noel seemed to be the only one whose love with a human had survived generations, Sophie and I being living proof.

      “If you all could get over your broken hearts for a second,” Liz claimed our attention as she addressed Jaden, Noel, and Garreth. “I think what’s more important is that we all understand why Volpert would strike with a force large enough to eradicate all of you.”

      We all looked down as she scolded the three men, shaking a finger at them. She was right. What use was it dwelling on the impossibilities of relationships between the various guardian angels in this room with my female ancestors? It was in the past, and the future was what mattered.

      “Where was I?” She went back into her mind and her expression relaxed again. “Right. Feeding off souls. It was never enough. The demons kept searching for a way back to the source and that meant going through the angelic realm. Only angelic blood can enter that realm, so they had to somehow disguise themselves and soon started to enslave angels and strip them of their angelic energy in the hope to cloak themselves in light and find a way back into the angelic realm and to the source.”

      “That’s why they kidnapped me, to capture Adam by using his mark,” I concluded with a shudder. The memory of torture as they were trying to strip his mark off of me wasn’t exactly my fondest.

      “Exactly,” Liz confirmed. “But there is more. They want to use the source to bring darkness into the world. If one of them makes it there, the world as we know it may cease to exist.” She gave me a serious look, emphasizing her words. Nobody dared interrupt her. “The light of the angel would buy a demon undetected entry into the angelic realm. That’s why Volpert wants to get all of you together. Such a cluster of angelic energy is rare and, if he strips it from all of you, he will achieve two goals: he’ll have enough of your light to dare try the journey to the angelic realm, and he’ll be able to finish an old vendetta by killing all of you. And trust me, I’ve grown fond of you, so I’d rather come up with a plan how to make sure we beat Volpert before he can gather full strength.”

      “What can we do?” I burst out.

      “We need to attack before he does,” Noel said. “A prophecy means nothing if the people involved don’t play by its rules.”

      I didn’t understand. “How can we change what is going to happen?”

      “We can’t,” Alex answered for him. “The only thing we can do is rewrite the future.”

      Even more cryptic. She looked around and met confused gazes.

      “How does that work?” This time it was Sophie who asked.

      “You need to know the future in order to change the future.” Alex’ answer was as incomprehensible as the first.

      “We know he is gathering forces. So we can use that knowledge to our advantage. You know, make a move and take away the baseline for the future I’ve seen,” Noel explained.

      “Sounds easy,” I murmured darkly, more to myself. “Change the future.”

      He smiled at my naive attitude, a much, much wiser creature, and an older soul than even Jaden.

      “As a matter of fact, it is fairly easy, if all involved on one side of the outcome are working together. That’s why it’s so important we are all sitting here together, thinking this through so we can commit to a solution, an intended scenario.” He pierced each of us with his ancient eyes until he knew we were on the same page.

      Jenna and Chris gave a brief nod and grabbed each other’s hand. Even with a fate so unsure, with a future we needed to recreate so we’d have a shot at surviving, their union never faltered. There was hope in their eyes. Hope for their family, hope for a future together.

      “I’ll do whatever I can to help,” Garreth stepped forward. The reluctant face he had worn before was gone. There was only one thing written there as he was holding his stance protectively in front of Sophie. Determination. Strands of chestnut hair had escaped the braid on his shoulder and were cascading into his face, giving him a wild and dangerous look as he was watching us with fierce, violet eyes.

      It was more obvious than ever that something was different. He wasn’t the sole guardian angel, looking out for his fosterling because it was his job. This was personal for him. He was here because he wanted to be, a protector out of free will.

      Sophie’s eyes were resting on Garreth’s back, expression unreadable. I studied her for a moment, not getting any wiser. Their connection was clear, they were bound together, the same way Chris and Adam were bound together, Adam and I, or any pair of angel and mark. But there was something more. It was an anxiousness for each other which was radiating off them as they were standing a foot from each other, Garreth now peering back over his shoulder.

      “Which direction would be the safest to take?” Jaden asked, his gaze wandering back and forth between Noel and me.

      It was personal for him, too. He had to make sure we made it through this disaster. Him and me at least, so he would complete his mission.

      “I have been searching in my dreams to find a way that works in our favor.” Noel gave Jaden a long look.

      Somehow there was a heavy sadness in his emotional cloud which enveloped me. I couldn’t make out how it was related to his words, but it was there anyway. It was difficult to think of him as my grandfather. A couple of weeks ago he’d been the local coffee shop owner and nothing more. A friendly face behind a counter. Now he was here, informing us that our only  way to survive was to strike before Volpert could. It was bizarre.

      “In order to beat him, we need to go into the demons’ lair. He would never expect us to set foot in there,” Noel finished his thought.

      “That’s madness,” Liz protested. “The demons’ lair is the most hostile place for creatures of light. It would be suicide.”

      Fear was clear in every line on her face, and feeling her emotions chilled me to the bone. Suicide.

      “Is it true?” Jenna asked, after checking Jaden’s and Garreth’s reactions. They had both stayed calm and composed.

      Liz sighed and leaned back, folding her arms over her chest. “Depending on the depth of penetration of the lair, your abilities might not work the same way you’re used to out here. After centuries of demonic activities, their environment darkens. It becomes as dense as the billowing black fog they hide in when they are in disguise. In the sacred halls of the dark, the oldest and most secluded area of a demons’ lair, any light will suffocate.”

      “I’ve seen it,” Adam said out of nowhere.

      All our heads turned his direction. Of course he had. All the time he had spent with Volpert’s clan, he must have seen the lair where they hide out. Why did it even surprise me?

      “Volpert took me there after he found me out in the forest. It is a web of vaults and caves under the city, sealed off from human access.” He spoke as if it was the most natural thing to know about.

      In fact, it wasn’t. Not even Liz knew where the demons’ lair in Aurora was located, neither did she know what it looked like. Just the rumors about its effect on angelic powers and that there is no record of any angel ever making it in or out alive.

      “So, if you know where it is,” she snapped at him, “why don’t you enlighten us, so we can plan our downfall?”

      Adam chuckled without humor at her reaction and his shoulders sank. He didn’t speak, probably worried this piece of information that only he could provide would send us all to our certain death.

      “It’s okay, Adam,” Chris encouraged him, observing the same thing I had. “We’ll find a way to defeat the demons.”

      “Downfall—let’s hope it won’t come to that,” Adam said. There was mild embarrassment in his emotions. He was obviously still uncomfortable about what he was, despite the fact that he had his urges under control and he was full of love and goodness.

      None of us thought of him as a demon anymore. He was Adam, the brother, Adam, the son, Adam, the boyfriend. He was my Adam, angel or demon, he had chosen his side and he was part of us now, more than ever.

      Adam sighed and looked up at his father like he was an anchor. “There are two entrances I know of. One in the graveyard, and one in the city center, right at the river.”

      “Our graveyard?” I blurted out. “I mean, the one where we met, where you were buried?”

      It sounded odd to voice this. Adam had in fact been buried a while ago. His grave was still there. Not that any of us bothered visiting, now that he was back and alive. The majority of the population of Aurora was still oblivious to the supernatural war going on around them, and it was healthier for them. Would I have gone back to not knowing? Probably not. Now that I had eaten from the fruit of knowledge, I could hardly imagine a world without angels and my demon. But a world without Volpert was definitely something to aspire to, and since ignoring him wouldn’t solve our problem, we had to make this world a better place without him in it.

      “That’s the one.” He nodded. “But I would choose the other entrance if we are to ambush them. Volpert still thinks you are human and the entrance at the river isn’t accessible to humans anymore. It was sealed off a while ago. It would be the perfect way in.”

      “We all need to go together,” Alex said matter of factly. “If we want to change the future, we all need to be there.”

      “True,” Noel agreed. “All but you.” He turned toward Liz with a serious face. “You need to stay behind. You are part of the Guard. Demons don’t know you exist and they can’t ever find out. The Guard is the keeper of our history and this situation alone has proven how invaluable your knowledge is. It can’t be put at risk.”

      The way he spoke to her, intense and respectful, made Liz shiver in her chair. A shaking hand moved up to smoothen her messy hair in self-consciousness.

      “Let me help you prepare, then,” Liz asked. “I will do everything within my power to make sure you don’t run into your certain death.” She sounded appeased, yet there was still a hint of fear in her voice.

      “So, we are really going to do this?” Sophie asked. She looked around,  meeting ten pairs of eyes.

      Despite the many words, no one had committed to going into Volpert’s cave. Sophie had just triggered a decision. I knew where I was standing and what I would do. I would fight. Inside the lair or out. I had too much to lose.

      “We are,” Chris and Jenna said. “This is our family we are talking about, and we will do everything to protect it.”

      Ben nodded. “I will gladly go into that cave if it means we all get a chance to live.”

      “You will need an experienced prophet there,” Noel said. “Who knows which details from my dreams might save our lives down there. I will be there to help protect my granddaughters.” He smiled at Sophie and me, suddenly looking very young behind his wrinkled face. I could see a glimpse of the man my grandmother had fallen in love with. Our grandfather, the brave angel.

      Alex glanced at Noel, then at Ben. “I’ll be there to help in any way I can.”

      Sophie and I shared a look and I knew she was thinking the same way I did.

      “Thank you all for doing this.” I studied the group of angels willing to risk their lives for our cause. “It’s us Volpert has been after and it’s us who put you all in this dangerous position.” I was equally thrilled to be able to do something about the situation and terrified to be doing it. “We’ll be there to fight.”

      “Our angel-heritage will enhance the moment of surprise and give us another advantage,” Sophie added.

      “If you go, I go,” Garreth and Jaden said at the same moment as a reaction to Sophie’s and my commitment to put ourselves in harm’s way.

      The only one who hadn’t declared himself was Adam. He was watching me from the side, eyes sad and lips curved into a grim smile.

      “You know, I would go anywhere for you,” he said to me as if the others weren’t even in the room with us. “I will lead you into the demons’ lair. I will fight and protect you. I will do anything in my power to make sure you come out alive. Even if it means my own death.”

      His words pierced me like a dagger. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t die. He was the one from the prophecy.

      “You’ll be the key to our success,” Noel answered before I could open my lips to speak. “Don’t forget the prophecy,” he reminded us. Not that anyone needed reminding. “Your love will save us.”

      I grabbed Adam’s hand and leaned against his arm. His love was what had already saved me.

      As the eleven of us were sitting in the Gallagers’ living room, planning to take down Volpert and his clan in their own hideout, it felt more and more like a bizarre scene from a movie, not like reality. Ben had pulled out a notebook and a pencil. He started sketching Adam’s descriptions while Liz, Chris, and Jenna were checking locations on a map on Chris’ tablet. I couldn’t decide which team to join, so I remained sitting on the couch, watching the sudden productive business.

      “These two entrances are fairly wide apart,” Garreth noted. He had been watching the screen over Liz’ shoulder. “The dimensions of the tunnel-network must be  immense.”

      “It is,” Adam reacted while he was pointing at something in Ben’s drawing. “And I am sure I haven’t even seen half of it.”

      “And you are certain, this is the best entry point?” Garreth pointed at a spot on the map, sounding like a military strategist.

      “The one at the river. Yes.” Adam bobbed his head, confident. “The only one we can take that not one of you has a history with. They will be on the lookout for Claire in the graveyard. They know that place has  meaning for us.”

      Adam was right. I remembered the brief moment Maureen’s face had appeared in the trees when I had accidentally teleported into the graveyard. They had been aware I might pop up there.

      “We can’t use the graveyard entrance,” I repeated Adam’s message.

      It was maybe an hour or two until we had mapped out the basic plan. We would sneak into the demon’s lair from the riverside. Two of us would stay at the entrance, taking down returning demons or new arrivals from Volpert’s list, and protect our backs. The rest of us would make their way in until we faced Volpert. Adam had described it well enough to have an idea of what we would be finding there. A collection of built tunnels and natural caves, big enough for a human to lose orientation and never see the light of day again.

      We knew that we would be dependent on our hearing and Adam’s demon eyes when we made it deep into the web of tunnels. That made it harder for us to prepare. Basically, it added a new point to our list for combat training. Fight blind. If we could prepare for the extreme, we would exceed in the restricted vision. Garreth was already making plans how to get us all ready for that.

      “The moment the sun sets,” he ordered and gave us a serious look. “All of you. Except for you, Adam. You won’t need it.”

      Adam would be the only one seeing through the darkness. The thought alone made my hair stand up on my neck. It was insanity, but still, we’d have a better shot at defeating them than the certain death Noel had seen if we waited for them to come to us.

      “In the meantime, get some rest,” he added. “It’s going to be a long night.”

      With these words, our little gathering slowly dissolved. Liz hugged me and Sophie briefly. “I guess I’ll take care of this mess,” she pointed at her hair, “before I lay down.”

      “See you soon,” she said before she got ready to be teleported.

      Adam hadn’t let go of my hand. He was still there beside me, motionless now.

      “I love you for being brave.” I ran my fingers over his hand and he unfroze.

      “I love you,” he replied and turned to me with mild hunger in his eyes, “more than my demon-heart can bear.”

      It was a strange way to describe it, but I understood what he wanted to say. A demon should never be able to feel about anyone the way he did about me, especially not an angel. And yet, he did. His demon-heart was the most wonderful heart the world had ever seen. It was brave and strong and full of love.

      “Be safe,” I said goodbye to him with a heavy heart. He needed to feed and wasn’t going to be back until nightfall. Knowing that Volpert was gathering forces meant that he would probably not attack until he had built up the numbers. That made me feel a bit better. At least he wouldn’t be lurking out there, waiting for one of us to leave the house alone. He would stick to his plan. Evil mastermind.

      “Always.” Adam kissed my cheek and disappeared from between my arms. The emptiness that replaced him physically hurt. It was as if I wasn’t complete unless I was with him. That’s probably what sharing souls did to you.

      “He’ll be back soon,” Noel said from behind me.

      I turned around. My grandfather. It was still hard to believe he was here in Aurora.

      “Be honest,” I asked him, “will we get out of this alive?”

      If anyone would know, it was him.

      “His love will save us,” he quoted his own prophecy. “He loves you more than his own life. Trust that it will have a role to play in whatever way we’ll get to meet our fate.”

      Noel smiled and lifted a hand to wave goodbye.

      “Promise you’ll keep looking,” I asked.

      Noel raised an eyebrow. “Looking?”

      “In your dreams,” I explained. “There must be a way to know what will happen if we strike first.”

      He nodded and stopped his hand midair. Instead of waving, he pulled me into a hug. “We’ll all be there with you. We’ll all go together. We’ll live together or we’ll die together, but we’ll do it together.”

      With those words, he let go of me and walked out the front door. “See you soon.”

      My hands slid along the rail of the staircase as I slouched up to the guest room. Sophie had stayed with Jenna and Chris. They were intending to feed her another snack—for the baby. Ben had snuck out the back door with Alex, probably figuring out how a relationship between part-angel and angel could work. I was trying not to visualize it.

      The long conversation had given us all a lot to think about. We all would have our part to play. None of us could do it alone, we had to stick together. If we were really intending to surprise Volpert with an attack before the end of the week, we had to make preparations. Sophie and I would need to speed-learn defensive moves and Noel and Alex would have to join us at the Gallagers’ so we all would get to know each other better. It would help us when we would need to rely on each other when fighting Volpert’s small army.

      Was there reason to be worried? I wasn’t certain. Even if we were able to surprise him in his lair, Volpert would probably outnumber us by now. The element of surprise was the only thing we could count on.

      “Better die fighting a fair fight than waiting like a coward to be slaughtered for certain,” Ben had said.

      He was right. If there was a chance to survive this at all, we had to outsmart Volpert and his clan. It had to be possible. He hadn’t seen it coming when Adam had turned against him. He wasn’t the evil genius I had been thinking, after all. He did make mistakes.

      When I passed the door to Adam’s room, I decided to go there instead of the guest room. The new strong Claire in me came back to life as I was looking  around. Everything in the room was evidence he was alive. A shirt was covering the armrest of the couch, an open book was facing downward on his pillow, his sheets were shuffled from sleeping. His scent was filling the air and every time I inhaled, I inhaled him. Adam, the center of my universe. He was worth fighting for, whether we would live to see another day or not.

      Jaden, naturally, didn’t want to see me fight. He was still anxious to keep me out of harm’s way.

      “Combat training is just in case,” he had said. Even he couldn’t ignore that we were going to fight. All of us. Including me. Just now, as a catalyzed angel, I would actually stand a chance.

      A movement in the park caught my eye and I opened the window. Two figures were disappearing behind a tree.

      “It’s not like I have a choice,” Garreth’s voice was coming from the distance.

      His words, of course, weren’t meant for my ears. It couldn’t have been any more obvious. They were meant for the only one he truly trusted around here: Jaden. I didn’t need to hear his velvet voice in order to be certain it was him Garreth was speaking to.

      “The second she transformed, it was too late.” The exasperation I had seen on his face earlier today was now in the melody of his words.

      “The Council allowed you to return to complete our mission,” Jaden reminded in a hushed tone. “It wouldn’t be wise, getting used to being here. Until Volpert is defeated and the imminent danger is over. That’s what they have ordered.”

      There was a short silence between them. I could imagine Jaden’s probing gaze and Garreth’s composed look, battling each other from golden and violet orbs.

      “I know how hard it is,” Jaden continued with a sigh. “It was the same for me with Agnes—”

      “This is different,” Garreth interrupted. “Sophie is immortal.” His frustration was hard to miss.

      “I know how hard it is to turn away. Even if I’m not in love with Claire, I do love her. She is Agnes’ granddaughter. She is everything to me.”

      There was a heavy silence before Garreth spoke again.

      “When I left Constance, I thought this could never happen to me again.”

      “Claire’s and Sophie’s great-great-grandmother...” Jaden took a deep breath before he continued. “What is it about those Thompson women that keeps tying us to their fates?”

      “Maybe that’s exactly what it is,” Garreth mused aloud. “They come from Thompson’s lineage. Maybe protecting them is our fate, and mating with them makes their lineage stronger, so that every generation would be better protected through their blood and their abilities.”

      It was a repulsive way to look at things. Improve a bloodline through breeding. That was how a horse-breeder may see it.

      “Interesting thought,” Jaden commented after a moment. “But I don’t think that’s it. Noel has been looking out for the family and Agnes was the only one he fell in love with.”

      “She was amazing, wasn’t she?” Garreth’s voice sounded distant as if he was glimpsing into the past with his violet eyes.

      “She was,” Jaden agreed, almost entranced. “She was beautiful and pure and bright.”

      “She got that beauty from Constance. She was dazzling. Her eyes were beautiful, green ponds in an ivory face.”

      It was almost surreal hearing them speak about my grandmother and great-great-grandmother like that. Outstanding, exceptional women worthy of the love of an immortal. It made me feel insignificant. Everything I was couldn’t be more than a mere reflection of my ancestors.

      “Like Sophie?” Jaden asked, a mild mocking escaping into his voice.

      Garreth chuckled at his question. He’d obviously had that thought before. “Sophie’s eyes are a lot like Constance’s. At first, it was difficult to look at her when I kept seeing Constance looking back at me from her eyes.”

      “It was the same for me with Claire. Agnes’ eyes are set in her face, a constant reminder of what I gave up.” He sighed again. “She was never mine, anyway.”

      “When it comes to the way they handle their life, they are a lot like Agnes and Constance, but they are different in so many ways. Sophie is smart beyond measure. She is that brilliant, humble person who is hiding her bright and compassionate soul behind a mask of mediocrity. I don’t think any of the men out there could ever see through it. They only see her beautiful shell.”

      “What about Ian?” Jaden asked, serious. “He might have.”

      “I guess we’ll never find out.”

      I swallowed the lump which had formed in my throat. He was dead. The father of Sophie’s child and probably the only decent man she had ever fallen in love with.

      “What about the child?” Jaden asked. There was a tension in his voice I couldn’t quite explain.

      Sure, it was difficult for all of us to see Sophie pregnant without the baby’s father. It would be difficult for her to find a new partner, someone who would love her for who she truly was, and who accepted that she came as a package deal. Even if she did find someone, it was likely he would be human and therefore she would outlive him.

      Garreth didn’t give an answer to that. “The Council sees the difficulty of the position I am in,” he said instead. “They are considering bending the rules.”

      “Bending the rules?”

      “Considering our unique situation, they said they might not enforce the rules the way they did with Constance or Agnes. Imagine if Agnes had been immortal, would you have accepted their decision?”

      “If she had been immortal?” Jaden mused. “You keep forgetting that Agnes never felt for me the way I did for her.”

      “If she had wanted you?”

      “She wanted Noel.”

      “She did.”

      Jaden snorted, then it went silent.
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      As I lay on the couch a couple of hours later, their words were still replaying in my head. The Council sees the difficulty of the position I am in. They are considering bending the rules.

      Garreth had sounded as if he held affections for my sister, which he, as a guardian angel, shouldn’t. And if he did, would my sister return his feelings?

      “Hello, my love,” Adam’s lips brushed my forehead and my eyes fluttered open, finding his face close enough to kiss him.

      “You look better,” I noted. He had returned from his trip to the wild for feeding and the hunger in his eyes was gone, replaced by a calm depth and the glow of a smoldering fire.

      “You are as beautiful as always.” His hands dug into my hair as he lifted my head like it was made of glass. “Perfect.”

      A sudden heat surged through my chest. The good type. I wanted to forget what laid ahead of us for tonight and hide in here with him instead. I could think of a thing or two to keep us busy. I giggled.

      Adam naturally picked up on my mood. He let his nose glide along my throat and collarbone before he lifted me and swung me around on top of him in a swift movement.

      “We need to leave,” he said, not removing his arms from my waist.

      “We do.” I snuggled against him without any intention of getting up, and inhaled his scent. Why did he have to smell so amazing? It made me want to slip under his clothes but if I did that, we would never make it to combat training. Not that he needed it. He was the only one who would have proper vision in the demons’ lair.

      He pulled me closer and kissed me, long and gentle. “If you promise to pay attention in combat training and learn everything which will ensure this isn’t the last time I can hold you like this, I promise you can sleep in my bed tonight,” he whispered in my ear, so low that not even the heightened senses of the supernaturals in this household would have a chance of hearing him.

      Goosebumps rose on my neck and shoulders as the hot air of his breath tickled my ear. “Are you trying to bribe me?” I asked, equally quiet.

      “Just motivating you.” Adam laughed out loud and got to his feet, pulling me up with him until I slid onto my feet.

      “Very well,” I turned in a fake dramatic way. “Have it your way.” And I walked out, hearing his laughter follow me down the hall.

      Sophie was stirring on the bed as I slipped into the room and got ready to head out.

      “Is it already time?”

      “Sun is setting.” I slipped into a light sweater and grabbed a bottle of water from the bedside table.

      “I’ll be down in a minute,” she murmured and rolled over.

      Of course, she was exhausted. We all were, and she was pregnant and keeping up with all of us. It was way more than anyone in her condition should be dealing with, and she dealt with it perfectly, anyway.

      “Take your time,” I whispered as I stopped at the door. “I’ll pack snacks for you.”

      “No, I am awake.” She slowly pushed herself upright and got onto her feet. “If you leave me behind now, I’ll miss the training.”

      I grinned, imagining what my alternative evening program with Adam would have looked like.

      “If I miss it, Garreth will be so mad.”

      We both set in motion at the thought of Garreth’s wrath if we didn’t show up.

      “He can be intimidating.”

      “Yeah,” Sophie half-laughed. “But he is also kind and supportive.”

      I had to admit, I didn’t know Garreth too well. He was this unearthly, serene creature, impressively strong and graceful. He reminded me of the half-gods from Greek mythology. His hairstyle might have something to do with that. I hadn’t experienced this human side Sophie was referring to, except for the words I had overheard from his conversation with Jaden. He had sounded like a normal man, someone who was fighting his feelings.

      “I am glad you have him at your side. You need someone who looks after you and the baby.”

      “For now,” she commented. “Who knows what will happen when we go into Volpert’s cave.” My mouth went dry when I again realized that the hour of the unavoidable encounter was coming closer. “If we survive and Volpert is gone for good, Garreth might just return to where he came from and take on new duties.”

      Despite her nonchalant tone, there was an unspoken fear in her voice. Was she actually worried she might lose Garreth?

      “Let’s go,” she tugged at my sweater and led the way downstairs.

      A few steps toward the stairs, we ran into Ben and Alex, who were heading down from the direction of his room, both wearing a serious expression. Alex looked at us with her big eyes as if she was surprised to see us there.

      “Hi,” I said to them, for lack of something better to say.

      “Hi.”

      Seeing them together was the most natural thing. It was like she had always been here with us. There was a mild awkwardness in the air which was connected to the absence of common history, but we would get to know each other in time. If we made it through the nightmare named Volpert, we would have an eternity to get to know each other. She seemed like a wonderful person, and she knew my grandfather. She had spent centuries with him, so she was basically family. Interestingly enough, Noel felt less like family than Mr. Baker had. Lucas Baker, the former librarian and member of the Guard, who had died at the hand of demons. Noel, on the other hand, was this fairytale person from my grandmother’s stories, suddenly come to life and yet out of reach because of his tasks as a prophet. I hoped we would find time to get to know each other once he moved into the Gallagers’ house with the rest of us. What if we didn’t—

      “There is no need to be nervous,” Alex commented on my inner monologue as if she had read my mind. “Noel is excited to be spending more time with the both of you soon. He can’t wait to get to know his granddaughters.”

      She gave me a gorgeous smile as we walked down the stairs together and I silently wondered if she was psychic.

      “Ben, would you like to share your newest achievement with Sophie?” she asked and turned to him.

      “I’m not sure she’d like to know,” he said, pursing his lips.

      “Now I’m curious,” Sophie pointed at him. “What achievement?”

      Why would his achievement be relevant to her specifically?

      “Well,” he started. “As you know, I have some sort of prophetic capabilities.” Of course she knew. We all did by now. “And I tried to focus on easy things to learn to control my dreams. You know, things which are set in stone, not the fluid type of future.”

      “Okay,” Sophie drew out the word, as confused as I was about the meaning of Ben’s babbling.

      “I tried to foresee the gender of your baby.” Ben almost stumbled over Sophie, who had stopped dead in the middle of the stairs.

      “And?” she almost yelled.

      “And, I wasn’t sure if you wanted to know—”

      “Not sure? What do you think? Of course I want to know.” Sophie had grabbed Ben’s forearm and was almost pulling him down the stairs as she was bouncing like a little kid on Christmas morning.

      Jenna, Chris, Jaden, and Garreth were arriving in the entrance hall, getting ready for the training and also drawn by Sophie’s excited voice.

      “Tell me,” she squealed, ignoring the others.

      “It’s a boy.”

      Ben shoved his hands into his pockets, a bit embarrassed as Sophie hugged him and kissed his cheek.

      “A boy!”

      She let go of Ben just to throw her arms around me.

      “I’m so happy for you.” She was going to have a boy. I was going to have a little nephew. A tear of joy slipped from my eyes.

      “Congratulations!” Jenna called and I teleported us down to her to include her in the hug.

      “A boy,” Chris said and gave Sophie a hug. “That’s wonderful!”

      Sophie was pulled in and out of  embraces until she was standing in front of Garreth, both their arms extended but they didn’t move.

      “Congratulations, Sophie,” he eventually said after an endless second of silence. “A boy.”

      Sophie blushed and dropped her arms.

      They smiled at each other and the room gradually became quieter.

      “How wonderful!” Jaden jumped in and rescued her from the awkwardness which was building up between them, and pulled her into his arms. “A boy.”

      Sophie tore her eyes away from Garreth, who was still watching her with an unreadable face. “Thanks, Jaden,” she said into his shoulder. “It’s not like I had a preference, but it’s nice to know, anyway.”

      Noel and Liz were the only ones missing now.

      “You actually had a prophetic dream about the gender of my sister’s child?” I poked Ben’s arm as we were waiting for the missing members of our party.

      He shrugged. “Alex has been helping me learn. With her experience working with Noel, she has knowledge and practice which help me speed up the learning process.”

      “You’d like to become a full-time prophet now?” I joked as I watched Garreth watch Sophie chattering about the baby with Jenna. He looked oddly intense.

      “Not really,” Ben said beside me, unaware of my shared attention. “But if I am having prophetic dreams, I’d like to know I can rely on them.” He chuckled like a little boy before he whispered to me. “And it buys me time to get to know Alex.”

      I understood. He was already in love with her. She was an original angel, not a guardian angel, though. She was a scribe, dedicated to Noel’s prophecies. Did other rules apply to her than to Jaden or Garreth? Could she freely choose who to love?

      As I studied her face from the side, I could see what was drawing Ben to her. The long lashes framing her dark eyes, her graceful figure, her gorgeous smile. But there was more. She had an aura of love and compassion I hadn’t noticed before, but it was there. The way she had to read Noel had probably made her the most skilled empath in the room.

      “Mrs. Gallager?” Geoffrey’s voice tore me from my thoughts. He had walked in from the parlor, a paper bag in his hand. “Here are the snacks you requested for Ms. Sophie.”

      “Thanks, Geoffrey.”

      He handed the bag to Jenna, unimpressed by the gathering in the entrance hall. He didn’t even look surprised.

      “Will Mrs. Martinez be joining?” he asked, something like hope in his eyes.

      “Yes, she will. And it’s Ms. Martinez,” Liz walked in the door, hair back in order and stylish as ever, hand linked into Noel’s arm. “And please, call me Liz.”

      Geoffrey started and turned around. “Short for Elizabeth?” he asked and returned Liz’ smile.

      “Exactly.” Liz put her coffee down on the sideboard together with a heavy-looking tote bag and winked at the butler.

      “We are complete?” Noel counted and nodded.

      “Does anyone else need supplies for tonight’s trip?” Geoffrey asked as if we  were about to embark on a camping trip.

      “Thanks, Geoffrey,” Chris dismissed him. “We are all set and ready to leave.”

      The butler bowed and retreated back to the general direction of the kitchen. Before he was out of sight, he glanced at Liz and they shared a look. It was a surprising exchange, as I had rarely seen him since his return to the Gallagers’. I wondered if he knew more than he actually let on.

      “Where to?” Ben asked, flexing his arms as if he was preparing for exercise.

      “You’re the prophet here,” Alex nudged his side, “Why don’t you tell us?”

      Ben laughed with her, unable to resist her brilliant smile.

      “Back to the field. We won’t be disturbed there and it’s large enough for all of us to practice some maneuvers.”

      “I’ll take Liz,” Noel chanted. “She was so charming on the way here.”

      They both laughed as if they’d been having the best time together.

      Garreth gave everyone directions to the field and a minute later we all found each other in the wide, open space, facing the horizon as the last rays of sunlight were swallowed by the pending night.

      “Very well, then,” Garreth called and got our attention. “Shall we start?”

      Jenna set down the bag Geoffrey had handed her, and everyone turned toward Garreth, waiting for instructions.

      “First of all, we need to figure out who’s going to cover the entrance while the rest is going in.” He looked us deep in the eye. “Any volunteers?”

      I would have raised my hand, but it was clear neither Sophie nor I would be one of those two. Our presence would be demanded where Volpert was, so he couldn’t snatch us away behind everybody’s backs.

      “Nobody?” He started walking back and forth in front of the line we had formed like a pale copy of a drill sergeant, only he was  more gentle in his strictness. It wasn’t his nature to prepare people for a fight, that was clear, it was a necessary evil for him and he handled his job well.

      “We’ll need someone strong there,” Liz suggested. “One of the originals, maybe two.”

      She was right. We had to have someone guard the way into the caves who would be able to take down a couple of demons single-handedly. Chris was out of the question, the next stronger was Jenna, then Ben.

      “I’ll do it,” Alex offered.

      Ben’s face froze and it was clear he wouldn’t leave her behind alone.

      “If you go, I go.” He crossed his arms in front of his chest, a statue of fortitude, but the steel of his eyes was melting with worry.

      Jenna and Chris flinched at their youngest’s words. We all knew it was a high risk we were putting ourselves at, but it was the only way. Noel’s dream had been clear and going to them before they had gained full strength  was our one shot to end this once and for all.

      “Alex and Ben,” Garreth nodded. “An original with insight into a prophet’s mind and a strong part-angel. That should work.”

      He jammed his heel into the soil and dug a long line in front of us all, leaving it broken where Alex and Ben were standing next to each other.

      “This is the wall at the riverbed. Here is the entrance.” He pointed at the masterpiece at our feet. “How do we get in?”

      “I can open it,” Adam said beside me. “You need the touch of a demon’s hand in order to pass through.”

      I closed my eyes and visualized the image I had seen on the online map. There was a wall under the city center, right where the bridge was crossing Fox River. It was there, sealed into the stones, where demons were passing through, unseen, unnoticed, every day. I could  see it before my inner eye: the mist weaving in the lights on the bridge, the statues reflecting in the shine of the street lamps. An innocent vision hiding a demonic truth.

      “Does anything speak against Adam helping us get in, Liz?” Garreth asked.

      Liz almost blushed when he addressed her for advice. “There are no records of protective layers other than needing a demon to enter. Otherwise, they couldn’t bring in angels to torture them or kill them.”

      A cold shiver ran down my back as I realized this wasn’t hypothetical anymore. We were going to face them.

      “Okay. Then Adam goes first. The rest of us follow him into the tunnels.” He took a symbolic step through the gap in the line and gestured us to follow. When we had all gathered in a flock on the other side of the line, he said, “This is where the darkness begins.”

      With a wave of his hand, he gestured us to close our eyes, all except for Adam and Liz. “Liz, you observe. Adam, you’ll be able to see through the demon mist. You’ll be our guide. Alex and Ben, you stay behind.” And he closed his own eyes, becoming part of our blind group.

      It took a minute to get used to the feeling of relying on my hearing and my sense of smell and touch.

      There was the warmth of Adam next to me, radiating off his strong arms, his  slow and even breath, there was the rustling of fabric as someone shifted behind me, the soft crackle of grass as it was being flattened by a pair of shoes. But that was just a couple of sounds I could perceive from the group of supernaturals around me. There was a lot more. Air singing in the far away trees, a rabbit jumping to safety as he spotted us, the buzz of bugs on the ground, making their way between blossoms and roots. I was surprised at the depth of detail the acoustic background provided.

      Then there were the smells. As I breathed in, the closest, and most familiar scent was Adam’s. I inhaled deeply, gaining comfort from how close he was to me. Then there were other smells. Sophie’s shampoo somewhere nearby, the smell of cotton and leather, somewhere more distant to my right, coffee—that was where Liz had to be standing—the smell of grass and soil, and moisture from the evening fog, Jaden’s heavenly scent, a bag of sandwiches and fruit—oranges and apples if I wasn’t mistaken...

      With the texture the layer of smells was adding to the image in my head, I could almost see where everybody was and what my environment looked like.

      “Tell us, Adam,” Garreth’s voice tore through the information-filled silence, “Where are we?”

      Adam’s sweater swished as he shifted beside me. I felt the urge to open my eyes and look at his face.

      “Right after the entrance, there is a long, straight tunnel,” Adam guided us into Volpert’s hideout. “It’s a minute walk down into the darkness. There are no guards there. Volpert feels confident no one would ever get that far.”

      His voice was hushed, almost a whisper, and the most beautiful sound in the world. I felt the need to move closer toward him. Any spacial distance between us felt wrong. But I controlled myself, forced myself to focus. This was so we never would have to be apart ever again, I had to keep that in mind. However uncomfortable the training could get, it was the best we could do to prepare for Volpert’s little army.

      “The tunnel is wide enough for two or three of us to walk next to each other,” he continued.

      “We have to decide on a formation,” Garreth noted. “There is nothing we can leave to coincidence.”

      His voice was tense and I could imagine how he was watching us stand and wonder how we were going to do it, build a formation without knowing where the others were.

      “Sophie and Claire at the center, the others around them,” Liz suggested. She would be observing our first attempt at getting into position.

      Feet started moving everywhere around me, and I lost Adam’s warmth beside me. I focused very hard on finding Sophie’s sounds and scent. She had been standing close by earlier but I wasn’t so sure anymore. Where was that fresh, summery smell of her hair?

      “Claire?” I heard her whisper right behind me.

      Reflexively, I turned around, tempted to open my eyes, but I remained in the darkness, determined to do the best I could to contribute to the group’s success.

      “I’m right here.” I reached out with my hand, hoping to grab her arm, and  dug my fingers into thin air. “Damn it.”

      “Over here,” a hand grabbed mine and pulled me forward. I recognized Adam’s strong fingers and his scent climbed into my nose for a fraction of a second before he laid my hand into another hand.

      “Sophie?”

      “Yes.”

      We held on to each other and waited as there was movement all around us.

      “Noel, Chris, to the front,” Adam ordered, suddenly taking over the command. “Jaden, Garreth, in the back. Jenna, with Claire and Sophie.”

      “Where’s the front?” Chris’ voice came from the side.

      In another attempt to catch the person I was aiming for, I reached my hand to the side. “Here, Chris.”

      This time, I actually found fabric and gently pulled at it. It felt like the dress-shirt Chris had been wearing. With a gentle tug, I led Chris right in front of me.

      “Thanks,” he whispered.

      I tried to isolate his footsteps from the others’, the sound of his breath, his scent, so I would be able to find him and follow him later.

      “Why are we whispering?” Sophie asked almost inaudibly.

      “It would be best if you didn’t need to talk at all,” Liz commented. “The demons won’t be easily surprised, they have senses as keen as yours.”

      The brush of skin on plastic and a gulp gave away that she had just taken a sip of coffee.

      Someone slid past me. “Just me,” Noel whispered and touched my shoulder as he passed by.

      “I’m right behind you,” Jaden breathed into my neck and I stumbled into Chris.

      “Sorry.” I steadied myself on his shoulder and waited for Jenna to join us. And there she was, feeling her way toward me and taking my hand.

      “Everybody is in place,” Adam’s voice came from the front of the group. “Now we walk down the tunnel. It’s part brick wall, part natural stone wall. There are no lights there,” he painted the picture. “We just walk straight for about a hundred yards.”

      At his orders, our little party set in motion. Focusing hard on the unevenness of the grass, I tested my way forward, always careful not to run into Chris or Noel, holding on to Jenna, and hoping Jaden would be right there behind me, like a friendly ghost. The first steps were a nightmare. I bumped into Noel twice, and couldn’t help but apologize. That, of course, made Liz complain about my inability to hold my tongue.

      “You look like a flock of blind chicken,” she described what she was seeing.

      That didn’t sound good. It meant we were uncoordinated and vulnerable.

      “Once that corridor ends,” Liz wanted to know. “What will you do then? How will you synchronize your movements in a network of caves without running into walls or losing party members?”

      She was absolutely right. This wasn’t going to help us get to Volpert. We needed to become one big being somehow, each of us a leg or arm of the same creature.

      “Put your hand on my shoulder, Jaden.” I waited for him to do it and searched for Chris to put my free hand on his. “Noel and Chris hold hands, Chris put your hand on Adam’s shoulder.” I blinked my eyes open and looked into the darkness of the night and at six figures with eyes shut and hands searching for one another, despite their super senses. “Okay everyone,” I interrupted them. “Freeze.”

      To my surprise, they did and nobody asked questions. Only Adam was gazing at me through the night with green-glowing eyes. I winked at him and broke out of my position.

      “Here, Garreth, Sophie,” I took his hand and laid it onto Sophie’s shoulder. They both cringed as they made contact. “Sophie, you put your hand on Noel’s shoulder.” I teleported into the space between them, guiding her hand where it should be placed. I made sure Chris, Noel, and Adam were linked, Jaden and Garreth were linked, Jenna’s hand was on Chris’ shoulder, and Sophie’s hand was on Noel’s shoulder. Then I got into position, grabbed Jenna’s hand and Chris’ shoulder, waited for Jaden’s hand to rest on my shoulder, and looked at the network I had created. Everyone had a guide and was guiding someone at the same time. I had linked people in a way that we would move together without needing to talk. We would be self-coordinating.

      “Pretty smart, Claire,” Liz cheered.

      “Lead the way, Adam,” I asked him and closed my eyes, hopeful that now the only thing to focus on would be the bumps on the ground.

      Adam understood exactly what I was going for. He didn’t announce anymore where he was taking us, instead, he simply set in motion, triggering Noel and Chris through the bridge their arms were providing. I was pulled forward together with Sophie and Jenna, and Jaden and Garreth followed us the moment we moved. It worked.

      We slowly made our way in a straight line at first, then Adam started walking in curves and finally in sharp angles. He sped up and stopped and set in motion again and the ten of us worked together as if we were one person.

      “This looks pretty good,” Liz praised when we were taking a break an hour later. “It’s even an alarm-network if one of the group falls or stumbles, the others can react.”

      The exercise had certainly built up trust between us—even more than had been there before.

      “How are you feeling?” Garreth asked Sophie, face composed with a hint of concern shining through. “Hungry? Tired?”

      This had been an intense day, and it was going to be an intense night, too. Sophie needed to be careful not to overstrain herself.

      “Both,” she chuckled at him.

      When I looked more closely, I noticed her hiding a blush in the darkness. Was it possible she felt attracted to Garreth?

      Jenna was at her side before Garreth could do anything for her. “Here are your sandwiches, dear.” She pushed the sandwich into Sophie’s hand and waited for her to bite.

      Garreth watched her eat for a minute, then turned to the rest of us.

      “This was a good start.” Somehow he didn’t sound satisfied by our achievement. “Now we need to learn to defend ourselves without vision.”

      He gestured at Jaden to come forward and closed his eyes. “Attack,” he demanded.

      Jaden shrugged and threw a punch at Garreth’s face. I flinched and waited for the impact of his knuckles on Garreth’s cheek, but before it happened, Garreth ducked away and out of reach.

      “How?” Liz wondered aloud.

      “How did I know where he was going to hit?” Garreth finished her sentence as his eyes fluttered open. “Easy. I know this guy very well.”

      We all laughed out loud in a surge of black humor. We certainly didn’t know enough about the demons in order to foresee how they would attack.

      “Again,” Garreth asked and shut his eyes again. “This time, you go, Jenna.”

      Jenna reluctantly got to her feet and lifted her palm. Without further warning, she shot a tiny beam of light at Garreth, not at all big enough to harm him. It would burn a hole in his shirt at the most, but Garreth ducked away again as if he had seen her attack.

      Okay, now I was curious, too. How could he possibly know what Jenna would do?

      “Thanks, Jenna,” he inclined his head and turned to us. “All of us angels can do this, it’s just a little harder for those with human heritage.” He looked at the Gallagers and Sophie and me.

      Jaden, Noel, and Alex were already skilled in blind fighting, but the rest of us had to learn. Liz was giving us a brief background on why blind fighting was so commonly taught in the angelic realm. It was known that demons used darkness against them and so it was part of their basic education. The same as teleporting, emotion reading, and invisibility. Each of the original angels had an instinct, like a second sight, to be able to feel through the demonic mist.

      “So, how exactly are we approaching this?” Sophie asked when Garreth called her as the first of us part-angels to try.

      She took a stance about twenty feet from Garreth and stared at him through the night. Her eyes had a mossy-green glow and her mouth was twitching at the edges as if she was trying to suppress a smile.

      Garreth was scrutinizing her expression, his features struggling between that of a graceful statue and a fierce warrior.

      “Close your eyes, Sophie,” he murmured and the calm expression won the upper hand as he looked at her giving herself into his control.

      “Reach out with your emotional radar,” he instructed.

      Sophie’s forehead creased as she tried to do as he had said.

      “What do you see?”

      Sophie hesitated for a moment before she spoke. “I see lights—a couple of bright ones, some pale ones, and a very weak one.”

      I gasped. Why hadn’t I seen that when we had done the group exercise for entering the demons’ caves? I closed my eyes and tried to follow Garreth’s instructions.

      At first there was nothing but the sounds and smells I had been studying over the past one-and-a-half hours, the ones which gave me a picture of who was located where, but then, when I reached out with my sixth sense, my ability to read other people’s emotions, there they suddenly were: clusters of lights, varying in shape and color, but all of them somewhat round and oscillating. In the place Sophie was standing, there were two clusters, a large, bright one and a tiny one with a rapid pulse. My sister and my nephew. Where Garreth was standing, there was a radiant purple shape, more than double the size of Sophie’s.

      My eyes opened to confirm they were still there. And they were. Garreth with his chestnut braid and Sophie with her little pregnant belly. I tugged at Noel’s sleeve, curious to know how this was possible.

      “You saw it then?” His eyes were reading mine, knowing what I was about to ask.

      “I did.” I closed my eyes again and tried to find Noel. He was a bright blue shape right in front of me.

      “We are creatures of light,” he said without changing expression. “What you see is exactly that light.”

      His explanation made sense. Not in the scientific, theoretical way physics or chemistry made sense, but in a more intuitive, spiritual way. Each of us had their own light. Their soul. Wouldn’t it be natural that one could see that light somehow?

      “I am going to move now,” Garreth announced, giving Sophie a heads-up something was about to happen. “You tell me what you see—without opening your eyes.” Garreth stayed still for another second. “Use all your senses except for your eyes.”

      With those words, he lifted his arm, slowly, as if careful not to scare a wild animal.

      “This is amazing,” Sophie admired Garreth’s true form. “How could I have never seen this?”

      “There is only one species who can see the lights—or souls—with their eyes rather than their second sight,” Liz filled us in as if she was reading from a textbook. “Demons. They crave souls as a source of nourishment and when they become too hungry, they will start seeing.”

      I closed my eyes, trying to see what Sophie could see. The purple shape had distorted into a somewhat human form, mimicking the motion of Garreth’s arm.

      “I will shoot at you, just a harmless beam, so no need to worry. Please try to dodge my attack.”

      Sophie nodded and prepared to jump. As Garreth shot a weak ray of light from his hand, Sophie turned to the side like a ballerina and gracefully avoided the hit.

      “Excellent!” Garreth complimented her. Sophie beamed at his approval and they smiled at each other for a long moment. There definitely was a connection there.

      “Everyone,” Garreth addressed the rest of us. “Pair up and try.”

      Jaden rushed to my side before I could look for Adam. Ben and Alex had teamed up before Garreth had finished his sentence and Jenna and Chris were working with Noel. Adam was left out for this one. He didn’t need to blind-fight. He would be able to see our opponents.

      “Ready?” Jaden asked and fired at me before I had answered. He knew I was. He had probably been watching me figure it out and monitored my astonishment and curiosity as I had discovered my second sight.

      With a quick jump to the side, I dodged his blow and stood up straight, grinning at him.

      “Not bad,” he praised. “I’ll do a sequence now. Let’s see how many you can do without getting hit.”

      “Go.” I closed my eyes and watched Jaden’s yellow-golden light move before a thin string of light shot toward my head. I ducked down and immediately jumped to the left when another string came at me. And another. I turned and rolled to the side until, after six or seven times, Jaden finally hit my leg.

      “Ouch!” I protested and examined the singed spot on my thigh.

      “Sorry,” Jaden teleported over and laid his hand on my leg, healing the superficial wound while he studied my face. “You are a natural.”

      “You’ve said that before.”

      “Because it’s true.” He smiled a golden smile. “I guess there is still hope for me after all.”

      He was speaking about his mission to rescue me from Volpert, and returning back to his home.

      “I guess there is.” I smiled back. “You deserve a victory.” With a wink, I got back to my feet and closed my eyes. “Again.”

      Jaden shot again, and this time, I didn’t only dodge his blows, I defended myself, shooting weak rays of light at him while I was jumping and turning and rolling on the ground.

      Everyone was practicing around us and they were doing great. A group of angels and part-angels building up their skills for the showdown, working together to defeat the darkness in this town.

      “I could never have imagined I would ever experience this,” Liz said from the side of the field. “Not even in my wildest dreams.”

      Jaden and I took a break and joined her and Adam on the side of the field. It was an impressive view. Ben and Alex were so quick in their exchange of beams that  human eyes would probably not be able to distinguish single blows. Jenna and Chris were working together to corner Noel and managed—or he let them, I couldn’t tell.

      When I closed my eyes, I saw a dance of light-shapes and colors zooming across the field. It was beautiful. If I hadn’t known about its significance for our survival, I would have called it a magnificent theater of lights, but in reality, we were preparing to fight for life and death.

      In my peripheral vision, one other light caught my attention. Just one other light. Not two, as there was supposed to be. Liz was a pale flame-like shape with reddish edges, and then there was the missing shape. Adam.

      In a moment of bewilderment, I tore my eyes open. I glanced at Adam, with my eyes first—he was definitely there—and then with my second sight. There was a void there, where his soul should have been, a dark orb. For a moment, I jumped to the conclusion he didn’t have a soul, but I knew better. I had marked him, and part of my soul and his own had transferred back into him. There had to be something.

      As Liz continued talking, I studied Adam more closely. Right there, in the center of the void, was a tiny green speck of light, pale like the first grass in spring, and fighting to keep burning as a flower would fight to dig its way out of the soil. The longer I looked, the more I saw. First, the speck was glowing and then it was slowly breaking into the darkness, like a halo with spikes of bright light tearing through the shine.

      “Claire?” A voice broke my focus.

      I blinked. Noel was there with Jaden and Liz, shaking me.

      “What happened?” I was confused. Hadn’t I just been watching Adam’s light grow? Why was there a panicked Noel and Jaden hovering over me?

      “You fed Adam your soul,” Jaden explained, making sure I kept focused.

      How was that even possible? I peered over Jaden’s shoulder, finding a torn Adam behind him. His face was a mixture of excited and excruciated.

      “How can I do that?” I asked no one in particular.

      Everyone had gathered around us, but no one had a proper answer. Not even Liz, who had been studying angel and demon history for the majority of her life.

      “I am so sorry, Claire,” Adam whispered behind Jaden. “I swear, I didn’t feed on you on purpose. You just kept pushing your light at me, and it suddenly started seeping into me.”

      Jaden shot him a warning look.

      “It’s okay, Adam,” I reassured him. “I’m fine. I know you would never hurt me.”

      It was true. I didn’t feel weakened or drained. Actually, I felt a rush of excitement surging through my body, a new sense of connection between Adam and me.

      “This is extraordinary,” Garreth noted after they made sure I was fine. “Claire here transferred her soul to Adam without his help. He didn’t feed on her, she fed him.” He spoke more to himself than to anyone else.

      “It didn’t feel like feeding so much,” Adam commented. “It was more like—” He was struggling for words. “—like a force of nature streaming through me. Like being healed.”

      We gazed at each other for a long moment. Only the two of us existed in that field. We were one, more than ever.
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      Breakfast at the Gallagers’ had become a crowded event. Every morning now, eleven people were feasting on what Geoffrey served. The kind butler didn’t as much as raise an eyebrow about the sudden move-in of Alex, and Noel, and Liz.

      “More toast?” he offered Liz a silver tray loaded with bread of various types.

      Liz smiled at him and raised her cup. “More of that wonderful Italian roast, if you please.”

      Geoffrey lifted the coffee pot with his other hand and poured.

      After going through combat training and blind-fighting together, we  had established a new sense of camaraderie. We had learned about the way demons would look to us through our second sight. They were voids like Adam, hollow, black shapes, unless if they’d recently fed, then the voids would be filled with dimmed light.

      We spent most of our time together talking strategies to defend ourselves until we got into the heart of the lair. Volpert would be there, in the quarters where they all slept and lived when not roaming the streets of Aurora and feeding on innocents. The four original angels were giving advice and Liz gave input about history and statistics, Adam gave directions and locations, and Noel and Ben gave ideas of what a future could look like if we chose certain paths. All in all, we got a pretty thorough picture of what was lying ahead for us.

      When we weren’t planning the attack, we spent our time practicing blind-fighting or talking about baby-stuff with Sophie. Noel made sure to spend every second he could with Sophie and me, so we could get to know each other. It was nice to have the opportunity to speak to Noel and find out more about my grandfather and grandmother. The stories he told about her were like from a fairytale, like she had been a princess. I asked him one day why he didn’t transform into a younger version of himself, why he chose to be an old man. “Because I am the age Agnes would have been now,” he had said. He must have loved her beyond the capabilities of a human heart. The way he spoke about her, he probably still did. So did Jaden. There was a constant underlying tension between them. Not in a bad way. Just like a small rivalry. Jaden who had loved Agnes and Noel who’d had her love. I assumed it had something to do with male pride.

      This morning, Noel was oddly quiet. He had come down for breakfast late, Alex walking beside him, supporting him like an old man. He seemed exhausted as he sat down in his chair and folded his hands on the table.

      “We can’t wait any longer,” without warning, he opened the topic we all had been avoiding.

      All eyes were on him. Geoffrey finished his round with the tray and retreated to the kitchen, sensing what was about to come wasn’t for his ears. Before he vanished through the door, he exchanged a look with Liz. It was the third or fourth time I had caught them and I was beginning to wonder what they were up to.

      “Tonight?” Chris asked.

      “Tonight,” Noel confirmed.

      One single word with such a heavy meaning. After tonight we would either be free or we would cease to exist. There weren’t any other options.

      Adam laid his hand on mine, brushing his fingers across my skin. I felt the fear and the anticipation fill the room. Since the incident a couple of days ago, our connection was stronger than ever.

      “But, we aren’t ready,” Jenna objected. “We haven’t covered all options of defense and offense—”

      “We need to be ready,” Noel interrupted her. “I saw the place where we will find him and fight him.”

      Thick silence filled the room for a moment, everyone in their own thoughts of what this meant for them.

      “You had a prophetic dream,” I concluded.

      Alex nodded at Noel’s side. She pulled out a scroll and set it on her plate. It was only a small piece of parchment, but it was enough to frighten us all.

      “Two will arrive on the first day, seven on the second day, and three on the third day. The flame of the lights will die when the seven meet their master,” Alex recited.

      No one spoke. The meaning was clear. The first day was today. The first day after the prophecy. Two would join Volpert’s ranks. The second day after the prophecy, seven would add to his forces. Once they would join him, our chance would be over. It had to be tonight, before the seven would arrive.

      Sophie gasped beside me as she grasped the meaning.

      “Tonight,” Garreth repeated.

      “It’s the only way,” Noel confirmed, determination shining in his bright blue eyes.

      There was nothing much to talk about. We had planned everything and mapped out the tunnels and our target in the caves, Adam would be our guide, Garreth had drilled us in blind-fighting. We had prepared everything we possibly could and the rest was left to fate.

      “When do we leave?” Chris asked how many hours of comfort we’d have before we would head out to meet the enemy.

      “After dark, when the city isn’t as busy anymore and we can sneak down to the riverbed unnoticed,” Jaden suggested. He knew the city as well as the Gallagers and Noel. He had spent many years of his existence in Aurora and had been there when parts of it had still been under construction. So had Garreth—not as many years, but some, when he had been guarding Constance.

      “11 p.m.,” Garreth specified so everyone knew a precise time.

      “What about me?” Liz asked from her spot at the table.

      Of course, the topic of her staying behind had been discussed. Her knowledge and her position in the Guard was too valuable to put at risk. Even if we didn’t survive the mission, someone would have to carry on the knowledge, document our journey together. Other part-angels and angels might benefit from our experiences.

      “It’s best if you stay here,” Jenna suggested. “Geoffrey can keep you company.”

      Liz didn’t argue.

      We finished breakfast in silence until people started trickling out of the room one by one. Each of us went their own way to prepare for what was coming. Sophie had gone to rest in our room.

      That question people asked sometimes when they were trying to be philosophic: What would you do if you had just one day to live? Well, this was that one day for me. It potentially was my last. And there was no question what I would be doing. Whether it was my first or my last day, it was a day I wanted to spend with the people I loved. Sophie, Adam, Jenna, and Chris. Jaden, my restless guardian angel, my grandfather, everyone under this roof, including Liz and Geoffrey. But I had only so many hours, so I prioritized.

      I hurried after Sophie and gave her a long hug before I left her alone to sleep, then rushed off to Adam’s room, hoping to find him in a good mood. I needed to be with him, to know our fates were intertwined and he was part of my life, whether it lasted a day or for eternity.

      “Hello, my love,” he greeted me at the threshold, opening the door before I could even knock. His face was calm except for a little crease in his forehead which kept reminding me it wasn’t just like any other day.

      “I’ve been thinking,” he said, and pulled me into his room, arms at my waist. His eyes were searching my face for something.

      “What have you been thinking about?”

      He rested his lips on my forehead. “You and I.”

      “What about us?”

      His fingers were playing with the lengths of my hair behind my back and he slowly walked me toward the bed, never letting me out of his grip.

      “When I had that first emotional glimpse of you, I never could have imagined you would be—” he sat me down on the edge of the bed and gestured at me, “—well, this amazing woman, full of courage, love. And you’re beautiful beyond words. Desirable.”

      Blood shot into my cheeks at his words, and I could feel the heat rolling off of him, as I studied his face, his body, his soul. I should be the one giving that speech to him. He was like a Roman sculpture cloaked in jeans and a hoodie. His hair was untamed like the first day I’d met him, his eyes, if that was even possible, had become more beautiful and intense.

      I reached up with my hand, grabbing a fist-full of his hoodie and pulled. It didn’t matter that all the others in the house were overhearing our conversation, I certainly didn’t care what impression they would have of me. If this was the last chance to be with Adam, I would. I had to.

      His hand caught mine and stopped me, face serious. “That’s not what I mean.”

      I was confused. Hadn’t he just told me I was desirable? Why didn’t he let me react to him when all I wanted was to show him how very much desirable he was himself?

      “If I die tonight, I want you to know how I felt about you. If I die tonight, you should know every little detail of how important you were to me.” He sat down beside me and gazed at me with a spring-green glow.

      What was he doing? He wasn’t going to die. He was the one who was supposed to save us. The prophecy. I put my finger over his lips, making him stop talking. “Don’t say goodbye.” He couldn’t. If he spoke the words, they might come true.

      A sincere smile crossed his face. “I am not saying goodbye. I won’t.”

      He took my hand and lowered it toward his chest, cradling it between his.

      “I am asking you to marry me, Claire.”

      My heart stopped for a second and then picked up pace until it beat twice as fast.  I could feel my jaw drop, and my eyes pop, probably leaving a ridiculous expression on my face. Where was this suddenly coming from?

      “Say something, Claire,” Adam broke the silence after having waited patiently for a minute or two.

      “Excuse me—what?” I was in shock. Between all the mess and threats, how could he possibly have had time to consider marriage?

      It took a while until my breath returned to a non-asthmatic rhythm and my pulse had slowed to a rate one could consider normal.

      “Will you marry me?” He repeated with a smile, but there was the crease on his forehead, telling me that Adam had pictured my reaction differently.

      What was he thinking? We were about to risk our lives in an attempt to save our future, there was no way I could think about marriage right now.

      I pondered for a moment how to tell him. Naturally, I didn’t want to hurt his feelings.

      “I love you, Adam.”

      “And I love you.”

      “I am sorry, but I won’t give you an answer today.” It hurt to see his face fall for a fraction of a second before he put a composed mask back in place. There was disappointment in his emotions, he was hurt.

      “I understand.” He turned his face to the side, so I couldn’t read it anymore, and let go of my hand.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to,” I put my hand on his cheek, turning his head back so he would look at me. “I just don’t want to rush any decision just because we might potentially die tonight.”

      He nodded, not convinced by my speech at all.

      “Do you hear me, Adam? I am not saying no.”

      He smiled, consoled by my words. I knew in my heart that we were meant to be and if we survived tonight, if Volpert was gone, I would have an answer for him.

      I kissed him and pulled him back with me on the bed. “Ask me again after tonight.” I kissed his lips and put my head on his shoulder.

      He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me closer until my leg was curled over his hips and my arm over his chest. We laid there for a long time, wordless, just enjoying each other’s presence, fully aware it might be the last time.

      It was dark when it was time to get ready and we untangled from each other.

      Sophie was sleeping again when I entered the room. She was blessed with pregnancy fatigue and therefore was able to escape into her dreams more than the rest of us. I slipped past her into the bathroom and stepped into the shower—maybe my last shower.

      I had to physically wash away the fear and worry about our mission and the shock of Adam’s question. I knew I wanted to be with him for the rest of my existence. Now wasn’t a good time to think about the institution of marriage and what it would mean for us. The hot water helped clear my head. It didn’t matter how I felt. I needed to function tonight. All our lives depended on each of us being focused and alert. I needed to calm down. If I was calm and focused, I would be effective.

      When I dried off and rubbed my hair with a towel, I thought of what was lying ahead of me. I had to approach my preparations like a warrior, choosing an outfit I might die in. First, my armor. My clothes had to be sturdy and thick, to protect against rough stone walls and floors, and hand-to-hand struggles with demons, but not so heavy they would make me sweat.

      Then, my hair. Halfway through blow-drying it I lost patience and tossed the hairdryer aside. Instead, I made a braid to keep it from getting tangled or in my face. I picked my best sneakers for footwear and then reluctantly set my phone on the dresser. Tonight I would not need it, I thought, win or lose.

      When I joined the others downstairs, I saw they had all had the same thoughts. Jenna and Alex had their hair up in a bun and Sophie had gone for a practical ponytail. Sneakers, jeans, long-sleeved shirts or sweaters. Only Garreth stuck to his preferred light linen shirt. Liz hadn’t changed out of her stylish outfit since she wasn’t going with us, but the rest of us looked nothing like angels. Still, I had to admit I’d never seen a better-looking group.

      “If we don’t return by morning, you’ll know we failed,” Chris said to her in a dark voice.

      Liz didn’t speak, but she nodded and hugged him. Then she hurried toward me and Sophie, pulling the two of us into a tight hug.

      “Come back,” she whispered. “Promise.”

      “We’ll do everything we can to make it out alive.”

      Geoffrey was standing in the doorway to the parlor, observing us quietly. It was clear in his eyes that he knew this was different from other times we had headed out together. There was emotion in his face as we stepped past him with nods and small smiles. Jenna said something to him very quietly but, even with my heightened senses, I couldn’t make it out.

      We had agreed that it wouldn’t be safe to teleport in despite the cover of night. One never knew who would be watching, so we were taking the human route today, sharing cars and going to the city center like in the old days, before I had met all of them. A wave of nostalgia crept up as I sat next to Adam in the back of Ben’s car. I remembered the childish innocence of the day I had driven Adam home the first time, how blind I had been to the layers of black and white between what human eyes could perceive.

      As we were driving through the gray zone of our pending confrontation, Adam took my hand and played with my fingers. One finger in particular. The one he would probably want to pop a ring on. I smiled at him, knowing what he must be thinking, and he returned my smile with the same sincerity he had worn on his face a couple of hours earlier. There was no doubt he had meant what he had said. The smile he gave me back was the perfect reassurance that we had a future together and he would be fighting for it tonight. But now wasn’t the time to dwell on it. We had work to do.

      “Here we are,” Ben announced. He was tense, the same as we all were.

      I checked out the window. Downtown was deserted, the darkness pierced only by the famously ornate street lamps which looked as though they could have been there in my grandfather’s time.

      There were no other cars parked along the bridge. Ben simply had to glide into a spot behind Chris.

      “Is this safe enough? I mean, to park near the lights like this?” I asked him.

      He glanced out the window.

      “We have hours before anyone will notice,” he assured me, nodding toward the pinkish neon glow of a late-night bar a couple of blocks upriver. “And if they do, they will assume we are partying late.”  I climbed out of the car and the brackish smell of an urban river on a still night hit me.  Sophie advanced on me with open arms.

      I knew this was it. Whatever I wanted to say to any of them, I had to say it now. There might not be another chance.

      “I love you, Claire,” she said into my shoulder. “I am lucky to have a sister like you.”

      Emotions wanted to well up inside of me, tears even. I fought them, ready to give what it took in order to protect my family.

      “I am the lucky one,” I answered. “Without a sister like you, I would have never become the person I am today.”

      We hugged for a long moment. As Sophie let go of me, Garreth stepped in and pulled Sophie to himself. He cradled her face in his hands and waited for a second, scrutinizing her expression. Sophie’s eyes were wide with surprise and anticipation.

      “I love you, Sophie Gabriel. When you marked me, you broke through all the defenses I built up over the past centuries, and put an arrow right into my heart.”

      We all stood around on the sidewalk, moved but silent. There was actually someone who saw her for who she really was, and he was able to voice his feelings. Even if it was now, when everything might fall apart within a night. Tonight our lives might be ended or changed forever, but for this moment, love ruled all, and I could only feel glad for Sophie.  With the next generation of our family growing sweetly inside her, she needed love and protection.

      As for Sophie, she stood uncertain and immobile, searching Garreth’s eyes for something she alone needed to know. She must have found it because, with a sudden decision, she raised her arms and pulled him to her, committing them both to a kiss that, I felt, they must have been hoping for  many days.

      As though inspired, Adam pulled me to his side and kissed me, and I sensed that Chris and Jenna and Alex and Ben were following suit.

      Under our feet, the river flowed silently onward.  Far, far away, somewhere in that darkness, was its future, a mighty, transforming ocean. For us the future was very close, just below, in the cramped caves and vaults that had once served the business needs of a pioneer city but now held unwelcome guests, demons intent on destroying not just us, but everything pure and good. It was time to finish this and there was no turning back.

      “Time to go,” Adam broke the spell. “I’ll go down first.”

      In a few quick strides, he was around the end of the bridge and ghosting without harm down the rough stone wall. The remaining nine struck various innocent-looking poses, just a party of revelers enjoying the night air and the romantic view. Arms were slipped around waists as couples formed and cuddled.  Ben turned away from the river, leisurely leaning back with his elbows on the concrete railing and looking bored.  Just a guy who wasn’t having fun, an observer would think.

      But when Adam’s call drifted up, “Clear.  Ben.  Alex,” he suddenly wasn’t there at all. Nor was Alex. They teleported instantaneously to Adam’s side.  There was a brief pause as those below scanned the riverbank and those above checked one last time for any sign we were being watched. No one turned up anything and the exodus from the bridge was completed in mere seconds.

      As I whisked through space I thought I caught a tiny glint of light on the far shore under the bridge. Nothing much. A reflection of a street lamp on something shiny, perhaps.

      Looking back at that last light I might see outside the demonic underworld I was about to enter, I stumbled into Ben. He caught me and steadied me.

      “Be careful in there,” he whispered and gave me a half-smile.

      Reassembled on the riverbank, we fell into proper order. Adam first, then Noel and Chris. I came next, with Sophie and Jenna behind me, followed by Jaden and Garreth. Ben and Alex would guard the entrance.

      “I’m opening the gate now,” came Adam’s quiet announcement.

      He lifted his hand and a rounded opening appeared where there had been a solid stone wall a second earlier.

      “Link into formation,” Garreth ordered.

      Each of us placed a hand on the shoulder in front, and we became one creature rather than individual beings, our angelic powers combined.

      One after the other, we stepped through the opening into the darkness of a tunnel. Garreth’s voice came softly from behind, “Keep conversation to a bare minimum from here on.”

      At first, it wasn’t as dark as I had expected, but when we had walked  to the end of the first long tunnel, the demon mist began to affect our sight.  Moving along almost blind was as easy as it had been in the field. We had practiced long enough to know each other’s movements by heart, what the shrug of a shoulder or the tensing of a muscle meant, how slowing down and picking up pace worked for the group. There were no obstacles, no suspicious sounds or demonic interference with our entry. It was almost too easy.

      We turned several corners, moving from vault to vault, all empty except for that thickening blackness, and Adam led us at a steady pace until we reached a small, open space, which didn’t give a clear direction, but rather seemed like an entrance hall to a new section of the underground world. We had to be deep  under the city by now. Maybe even under the river.

      My footsteps echoed softly as I glided deeper into the vault, slowly making our way along the wall, searching for the right opening to continue even further into the deadly caves of Volpert’s clan. I could feel Sophie’s breath on my arm as she kept so close that our shadow, had there been one, would have been that of one single creature.

      “Can you see anything?” I hushed into the darkness.

      “Not further than arm’s length,” Noel whispered from ahead.

      This wasn’t the normal type of darkness I knew from the night or a darkened room, our superhuman eyes would have seen past that. This was a devilish, thick, black eternal night, designed to confuse our kind and gain an advantage.

      “You, Adam?”

      “More or less,” he said in a voice which seemed to web into the blackness as if it had always been part of it.

      “He’s physically still a demon, never forget that,” Garreth unnecessarily reminded us.

      Of course he was. This was why we had been able to enter this demonic ground under the city, and why he had the least problems to navigate us through these God-forsaken caves.

      Alex and Ben had stayed behind, guarding the entrance as planned.

      “We’ve got your backs,” they had said and positioned themselves in the shadows under the bridge, ready to take on whatever may come at them.

      I kept telling myself that nobody could ever get past Ben. Not if he had Alex’ help. In our combat training, they had proven to be a good team—the best. His strength and her intuition, not to mention her centuries of experience as an angel, gave them the best chance to make sure no demon would make it past them.

      “Are you afraid?” Sophie asked into my shoulder, her hand squeezing mine.

      She was. I didn’t need to read her emotions to know. And she had one more—one unborn—reason to get out of this alive.

      “We’ll be fine,” I made a promise I intended to keep.

      As we moved forward side by side, slowly testing our way through the darkness, Adam sighed in frustration.

      “This is a dead end,” he hissed and brought the whole party to a halt.

      “That’s impossible,” Noel claimed. “It can’t be far. I saw it. They must be somewhere close by.”

      It took a minute until all of us had progressed to where Adam had hit the wall. We looked around, as well as it was possible with the demonic night concealing almost everything but our own breath.

      “Over here,” Chris pointed at something beyond my field of vision.

      “What do you see?” Adam slid through between Noel and Chris and past me, his iron chest rubbing against my arm as he moved past. The brief contact consoled me. For now, we all were still alive, and he was strong and he knew how the demons were thinking. Trusting him was the best all of us could do. He would get us to our destination and we would take down Volpert together. After all, his love was going to save us.

      “It’s like there was a door here, but it’s sealed now.”

      We all rushed through the dark haze to see for ourselves. As my hands slid against the walls, the smooth stone ended in a line of bricks. I looked more closely and saw what Chris had meant.

      Adam was right beside me, examining the closed hole.

      “I’ve never been this far in,” he admitted. “This must be what Volpert always spoke about when he mentioned the sacred halls of the dark. The ones only demons could enter.”

      “Can you open it?” Garreth asked.

      “I’m not sure.” Adam breathed while his hands continued to run over the bricks. “I can try.”

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a new voice mixed into our hushed conversation.

      “Maureen.” Adam recognized her first.

      I fought the impulse to jump at her throat, holding on to Sophie more tightly, as the demon glided closer until she was just inches away from Adam.

      “I wish you had taken my advice,” she said to him, as if the rest of us didn’t exist. “We would have made a great pair.” She ran her finger over his cheek. “Nice of you to visit.”

      She laughed a demonic laugh and the darkness grew even thicker around us until I couldn’t see anything. I closed my eyes, relying on my second sight and an array of lights appeared around me. I recognized Garreth’s purple flame, Sophie and her little attachment-light, Adam’s void filled with the light I had transferred into him a couple of days ago. And there, beside him was a black, billowing space where Maureen had been standing a moment earlier. It had reddish, snake-like eyes, piercing at us through the eternal night. It was still her, just without disguise. The darkness was seeping out of her, enveloping everything.

      “Where is he?” Adam asked without further small talk.

      “Where is who?” Maureen’s girlish voice was ice-cold and scarier than ever, here where she didn’t need to hide behind facades.

      “Volpert,” I demanded. “Where is he?”

      “Oh, look who else is here,” Maureen chirped. “Your little toy-girl and her sister.”

      Maureen’s dark shape moved closer, hiding Adam’s light from my view.

      “You shouldn’t have. Volpert has been looking forward to coming and surprising you soon.” Her hand moved up and grabbed my arm. “He had something special planned for the two of you. Now he’ll be disappointed.”

      “Get your hand off me,” I ordered in a clear voice. There was no point in  hiding anymore. She had found us and we were going to fight them anyway, so why not start right n

      Maureen laughed a high pitched giggle and dug her fingernails into my flesh.

      So fast, I couldn’t react, a beam of light shot past from behind me and hit the void in front of me. The pressure disappeared from my arm.

      “You heard her, demon,” Jaden hissed behind me, “The lady asked you to kindly remove your hand.”

      Maureen let out a scream-like sound I had never heard before. It was more like a high, shrill roar and within seconds the dark, billowing void wasn’t the only one in my field of vision, there were six more, all of them ready to kill us.

      “Duck down, Sophie,” Garreth called and a bright string of light went past my left ear.

      I moved out of the way as another beam of light came from Jaden, and Jenna caught me as I stumbled into her.

      “Ouch,” I gasped as I hit her elbow with my side.

      “I got you,” she whispered and held me upright.

      “Thanks.”

      “Behind you, Jenna,” Noel warned her as she was focusing on me.

      She jerked around and almost skidded into the void behind her. Her light-shape was preparing to shoot at the demon, as was Chris in front of her, while the demon was reaching out to dig its fingers into Jenna’s chest.

      “Now,” Chris said and they both fired at the exact same moment, taking the creature down with one united bright beam before it could even touch Jenna’s sweater.

      One demon down. The moment I allowed myself some relief, there was an explosion. The blast lasted less than a second, but it was enough for me to lose focus. For a moment my surroundings were shaking and I got on all fours, stabilizing myself against the rocking ground. The lights around me disappeared when something hit the floor behind me. Not Sophie! I wheeled around but there was nothing there but dark silence.

      “Where are we?” Sophie asked from the side.

      I took a deep breath, blinked, and looked around, suddenly able to see with my eyes.

      “I have no idea.”

      When I got to my feet, I became dizzy and my hand searched for support, finding something rounded and hard right beside me.

      I leaned against the clay column and looked into the long, rectangular room. A row of identical columns holding shallow, rusty, metal bowls, was framing the room on both sides. Each of them was populated by a bundle of small flames, tinting everything in dim, orange light. Shadows were dancing on the part brick, part stone walls, and the low ceiling.

      “How did we get here?” I asked, the warm, dry air swallowing the echo of my words.

      “Where are the others?” Sophie asked.

      As I realized the room was empty, hysteria settled in.

      “Let’s teleport,” I urged.

      “Back to the others?”

      I nodded and closed my eyes. Nothing happened. The floor stayed solid under my feet. When I peeked at Sophie, she too hadn’t vanished.

      “It’s not working,” she panicked.

      “They must have sealed us in.” I had experienced the inability to teleport out of a demon’s lair when I had been kidnapped from my doorstep by a group of demons. Jaden had explained how they had ways to protect themselves and prevent angelic mode of transportation. Even Liz had prepared us that our abilities might not work the way they normally did.

      “What do we do now?” Sophie asked while I started searching the walls with my eyes. There must be a way out.

      “If it isn’t Claire and her sister,” Volpert’s voice came from behind us.

      I shrank into Sophie who was taking a step toward me as we turned around at the same time.

      He smirked at us, his ponytail dangling from left to right as he tilted his head. “Welcome to the sacred halls of the dark. How nice of you to come.”

      “Let us out of here,” I demanded. There was no way Adam and the others weren’t already coming for us.

      “Claire,” he smiled, “always so demanding, always so stubborn.” He lifted his hand to his necklace. “You went through a demon portal. There is no way out for you except if you have this.” He twisted a silver pendant between his fingers.

      We were stuck. My mind started racing, looking for ways to get my fingers on the round object. If I attacked, he would know what I was, and he would soon enough guess about Sophie. After all, the same blood was running through our veins.

      “Don’t even think about it,” he commented as he noticed where my eyes were lingering. “I would hate to have to kill you fast.”

      I stalled. “The sacred halls of what?” I repeated, trying to win time, while my mind was working frantically to find a way out.

      “Of the dark,” Volpert completed. “The one place in Aurora—and probably in the entire Midwest—where we can stay undetected.”

      “Undetected?”

      “You know how the other side constantly thinks they are so much better, and that we need to be eradicated because of who we are?”

      I did know. Liz had told us all about it. How the Council of Elders was searching for ways to get rid of those derailed supernaturals, the ones who had chosen to disconnect from the source. The ones who had become dark. It didn’t surprise me that they called it a sacred place. After all, it was sacred. As sacred as the angelic realm was to the angels.

      “You know, this is almost becoming a tradition, Claire, you putting everyone in danger for your own selfish reasons.” His cold eyes were in contrast to the friendly tone he was using.

      I had been selfish before, when I  ran to the graveyard to find Adam, when everyone had put themselves at risk to save me. He was wrong about this time, though. This time was for Sophie and the baby, for Noel and Alex, for the Gallagers, but most of all for Jaden. Getting rid of Volpert once and for all would make sure he would get to return home—a place Volpert would never ever see by the sheer blood that was running through his veins, no matter how many angels he could enslave or how he might try to gather their energy to cloak himself in a shell of light.

      “You have no idea what you are talking about,” I said coldly.

      “Maybe I don’t,” he came a step closer, as if he was intending to share a secret. “But the outcome is the same. The others are suffering because of you.”

      “Where are they?” Sophie asked with more strength and courage in her voice than I could have ever imagined, and I knew I wasn’t going to fight alone.

      “On the other side of the portal,” Volpert let us know. “They are in good hands. Blackbird and the others are making sure they feel welcome in my humble home.”

      It struck me what Adam had said about Blackbird. That he had no scruples, he would get whatever information he needed, at any cost. Adam had stood by him countless times when Blackbird had hurt people. He would strip them of their angelic energy until there wasn’t much left of them, and then he would feed off their souls. A snack after work.

      “I want to see them,” I demanded, trying to ignore the picture that was forming inside my head. “Now.”

      “Oh, you will, dear Claire,” Volpert assured me, and his smile eventually faded, exposing the evil creature he truly was. “You’ll see them—what’s left of them when Blackbird is done with them.”

      His words drove shudders up my back.

      “It was almost too easy to separate you from the group,” he mused, a little disappointed. “I like a good challenge, and until now you have proven to be a difficult target. It’s becoming harder and harder by the day to get through your army of guardians.”

      He took another step toward us until he was almost within arm’s reach.

      “Every day another one pops up and joins the ranks to protect you. And you, Sophie.” It was the first time he addressed my sister by name. “You are making things so much more interesting by coming along. It will be glorious to observe how one of you will watch the other suffer.” He chuckled darkly. “Maybe I’ll let you take turns.”

      I took Sophie’s hand. This was one of the strongest demons Liz had informed us of. He wasn’t going to be easily defeated. Sophie and I were still new to our angel-lives. Garreth had done what he could to train us, to give us the best preparation for when we would have to face Volpert. The scenario had never included that we would be facing him alone.

      With a squeeze of her hand, Sophie let me know she was ready. We both weren’t going to stand by and let Volpert hurt us. We were going to fight.

      “So who should I start with?” He walked around us in a slow circle, debating with himself. “Claire deserves to die more than Sophie does, but if Sophie dies first, Claire will suffer double...”

      There was a madness in his demeanor, I hadn’t noticed before.

      “Claire should die in front of the traitor’s eyes, then he will be punished for leaving us. But if I kill him in front of her eyes, she will suffer even more...” he reasoned with himself.

      As he kept making up his mind, I nodded at Sophie. “Now.”

      We both lifted our palms, directing them at the demon, and shot a ray of light at him.

      As the beam hit him in the chest, he stumbled and fell against the closest wall.

      “What was that?” he screamed. His eyes were widened in surprise as he stabilized himself with both hands.

      I had been hoping to knock him out and collect the amulet, but he was too strong—or we were too weak.

      “You...” he was searching for words. Our hit had hurt him enough that he was gasping for air. He seemed to fight to stay upright.

      I couldn’t help but smile in triumph. He had finally figured out what we were. I had been surprised it hadn’t happened earlier.

      Volpert raised his hand and directed it at Sophie. “You first,” he panted. “Your sister needs to learn a lesson.”

      At a flick of his fingers, Sophie sank to her knees, her eyes rolling in agony. Volpert was sneering as he was ripping at her soul. This couldn’t be happening. Not her! She was carrying a baby.

      I pushed her aside, stepping into her place and was ready to feel the pull on the ends of my soul. It didn’t come. I looked to the side. Sophie was hunched on the ground, breathing deeply, obviously out of Volpert’s grasp.

      “Are you okay?” I put my hand on her arm, to check if I was wrong.

      “Perfectly fine.” She gave me a long look of determination. “Let’s get this bastard to his knees.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. Why did I keep underestimating Sophie?

      “Aren’t you sweet?” Volpert mocked as we were both crouching on the ground before him. If he directed a blow at us now, he would probably get us with one single shot, but he was aiming to play his game with us. He wanted us to suffer and that bought us time, too. The demon was still struggling to keep upright.

      As we both got to our feet and prepared to strike again, Sophie and I held each other’s hands. We would live together, or we would die together. Whichever outcome—we would fight together.

      “Let’s,” I agreed and looked up.

      As if we had always been doing this, we flexed the fingers on our free hands and shot a synchronized ray of light. The orange light of the crackling fires in the background disappeared in one flash of white for a second and when it darkened again, Volpert had buckled down, his head and shoulders against the wall, eyes closed.

      “We did it.”

      Sophie sounded a bit too euphoric for my taste. I let go of her hand and cautiously moved closer to the motionless demon, prepared to retreat at any ever-so-slight movement.

      Nothing happened. No twitching, no sound. It appeared we had gotten him. I allowed myself to share Sophie’s enthusiasm for a moment. Against all odds and our just recent transformation, we had struck down the most powerful demon in the Midwest. At least that’s what it appeared like.

      “We need to get out of here,” I repeated my thought from earlier and reached down to lift the silver necklace off the creature’s neck.

      “Be careful,” Sophie cautioned me, now feeling uncomfortable, as I was crouching on the ground, closer to Volpert than I was to her.

      I hovered for a couple of seconds before my skin made contact with the cold metal.

      “Ouch!” I pulled back my hand.

      “What happened?” Sophie was suddenly right beside me.

      My palm was still stinging from where it had touched the silver pendant.

      “It’s like there is an electric current running inside of it.”

      Sophie reached out her hand to see for herself.

      “Don’t.” I pulled her arm to the side. “We don’t know what effect it has on the baby.”

      “Right.”

      I grabbed my shirt and tore off a small part, tying it around my hand, and tried again. This time I barely felt the pain.

      “Better,” I informed Sophie, and with a quick motion, ripped the silver chain off the demon’s neck. Volpert remained lifeless.

      The item weighed heavy in my hand as I turned it over in my palm.

      “How does this work?”

      “We need to find a way to activate the portal,” Sophie noted.

      She was right. If only we knew where the portal was.

      “Look around,” I ordered. “Maybe we can find something. A slot, or a symbol...”

      We both got to our feet and started scanning the walls for a clue, anything which would help us get out. My hands glided over the surfaces, hoping to find a haptic clue wherever there was nothing obvious for the eye. There was nothing but bricks and stone wherever we looked. Nothing would hint at our way to freedom.

      “I’ll take the wall over there,” Sophie informed me and sprinted ahead, through the center of the room, past a stone cube, until she reached the other end of the long room.

      My eyes flickered back and forth between her and Volpert, who was still motionless on the floor.

      “Anything over there?” I asked as she ran her fingers over half of the area.

      She shook her head. “Nothing.”

      “There must be something, somewhere.” Frustration was surfacing in my voice. We had to get out of here. The others’ lives were at stake. Giving up wasn’t an option. “Keep looking.”

      I followed her through the room, Volpert’s necklace dangling heavy in my hand. As I made my way past the altar-like stone at the far end of the room, a couple of strides away from Sophie, the amulet in my hand started to resonate. I stopped in my tracks.

      “I think I found something.”

      Sophie was beside me within the blink of an eye. She looked down at the clunky metal piece in my raised palm.

      “It seems like it is reacting to this.”

      I pointed at the rectangle-shaped stone. As I stretched my arm as far as I could toward it, the resonation got stronger.

      “It definitely is,” Sophie confirmed my observation. She darted toward the stone, and ran her hands over the flat surface, examining it for symbols, slots, or anything which would help us get out.

      “Nothing,” she shook her head.

      “What should we do?”

      The others’ time was running out and we were stuck in this most sacred place of the evil.

      “Put it on the altar,” Sophie suggested, for lack of better ideas.

      Without thinking, I lifted the necklace and dropped it onto the cold, gray stone. We both held our breath for a minute, waiting for something to happen.

      “Maybe if I touch it?” I mused, and unwrapped my hand, dropping the piece of fabric on the ground.

      The stinging as I placed my hand on the metal was almost unbearable. “Ouch!” I drew back my hand.

      “It’s not working.” Sophie’s voice was panicked.

      “There must be a way.” There had to be. I looked around for a moment, taking in my surroundings.

      Volpert was still laying against the wall like a bag of stones. Beside him, there was a burning red rectangle surfacing between the bricks.

      “There!”

      I was on my way before Sophie could even follow my gaze.

      “Over there in the wall,” I pointed as she caught up with me.

      The fiery line was slowly paling.

      “Hurry.” Sophie sped past me and laid her hand into the center of the shape.

      When I got there, the bricks had started to dissolve into dust, leaving nothing but a black hole in the wall.

      There wasn’t any time to hesitate.

      “Give me your hand,” I instructed and grabbed Sophie’s arm, dragging her along with me into the darkness.

      My fingers were sliding over the cold stones to my left, as I was testing my way forward. It was the same billowing blackness the demons used to conceal themselves. I had seen it that night on the roof when Adam had died, and I would never forget it.

      “Any idea where this is leading us?” Sophie whispered.

      I didn’t. But it didn’t matter. Every step away from Volpert was a step well-invested. We needed to find the others, and the only way out was through this dark path. It was that or waiting for Volpert to wake up and finish us off, once and for all.

      “Out, I hope.”

      “What if we are too late?” Sophie asked, bringing up the one thought I was trying to ignore.

      I didn’t answer.

      “Will Adam save us?” she continued. “How can he save us if he is in their claws?” Her hand tightened its grasp on mine. “His love will save us,” she quoted the prophecy. “Will it?”

      “Let’s find out.” I was surprised there was hope in my voice. Maybe we would find them in time.

      As we carefully set one foot after the other, searching our way through the narrow tunnel, my hand slid over a sharp edge on the side. It felt like a doorway.

      “Over here.” I stopped and pulled Sophie closer to my side. “Can you feel it?”

      Sophie’s hand followed mine. “Where do you think it’s leading?”

      Her fingers continued past mine, searching the rest of the area. “There’s a dead end on one side and solid stone walls on the other,” she commented on what she was feeling until her face was finally back next to mine, hands resting on the stone door in front of us. “This must be it.”

      Without the need for another word, we both pushed against the flat surface and, to our surprise, it swung open without much resistance.

      A less dense shade of darkness greeted us behind it as we stepped through into a wide, brick-walled corridor.

      “Seems empty,” Sophie noted and started walking.

      I followed her closely, anxious to protect her and the baby. The corridor led to a set of stairs which were winding upwards in a narrow curve.

      “We must be way under the level of the river,” I mused after a minute of climbing upwards, step by step, always cautious, prepared for the worst and hoping for the best.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            His Love

          

        

      

    

    
      Another dead end stopped us as the path had gotten less steep. The place was familiar. It smelled of burned flesh.

      “We’ve been here before.” I turned around and tried to find evidence we’d been there before. My foot got caught on something on the ground.

      “Are you alright?” Sophie asked as she heard me stumble and gasp.

      “Yes,” I whispered. “I think we are back where Maureen found us. There is a body on the ground.”

      “Not one of us, I hope,” her voice was shaky.

      I reached down to the ground and ran my hands over the shape. From what I could make out in the devilish blackness, it wasn’t a familiar face. I didn’t recognize the smell either. There were burn marks on the body, probably from one of the beams the others had shot earlier.

      “It’s a demon,” I let Sophie know there was no need to be sad yet.

      “Is there any sign where they took them?”

      We both searched the area for clues on how to find them. There was nothing there.

      “What do we do now?”

      Every second we spent waiting was a second too many. We needed to get to them, and we needed to do it fast. Who knew how much longer Volpert would be out. Once he noticed we had escaped, I could imagine he wouldn’t hesitate to put an end to everyone we loved. We needed to find them.

      “There must be a way in.” I hit the wall with my fist in frustration and sucked in a breath through my teeth at the sharp pain that followed the impact.

      Sophie had become very quiet. While I was checking the skin on my hand for cuts, she was thinking.

      “There is,” she said, ignoring my gasp of pain when I flexed my hand. “There is a demon on the ground. It must have an amulet like Volpert’s.”

      She was right. Why hadn’t I thought of this? I dived down to the body, checked for a necklace, and my good hand soon found the pendant on the creature’s chest, taking a mild electric shock as my skin touched the metal.

      I ripped off another strip of my shirt and grabbed the pendant with it.

      “Here,” I held it up in front of us. “Now the sealed off passageway.”

      Sophie had started searching while I was still speaking.

      “Over here.”

      I rushed to her side and flung the metal to the wall. We were lucky. The bricks crumbled under the demonic symbol the moment it touched them, opening a narrow corridor.

      There were noises at the other end. Screams.

      “This must be it,” I whispered and ran into the darkness without giving it another thought. Our family was over there. There was no time to be wasted.

      Sophie was right beside me. With every step we took, the black haze became less dense. We could actually see a few feet ahead now, but there was no end to the corridor within view. The screams, however, had gotten louder.

      My injured hand was pulsating as I sprinted toward the sounds. I knew the voice. It was Jenna’s gentle alto, distorted into a high pitched scream. If her’s was the only voice we could hear, did that mean the others weren’t there? Had they escaped? Or had the demons already disposed of them?

      I pushed myself to go even faster, ignoring how Sophie was slowly falling behind. I was aware she wouldn’t have the same stamina I had—the pregnancy was taking its toll on her energy—and I was glad I would arrive first and find whatever horrible view was awaiting us. It would give me time to think of a way to protect her.

      When the darkness slowly started to dissolve in front of my eyes, I could make out a dim light at the end of the tunnel. It looked like dancing flames on the walls, framing a doorway. I tried to teleport to the light, but it was the same as it had been in the sacred hall of the dark. Nothing happened. My ability to switch location at will had been blocked. The longer I was running, the more distance I put between Sophie and me.

      With another push—this time of self-control—I forced myself to come to a halt at the entrance. I stood and listened. There were low voices in there. Murmuring. Chris and Noel. My heart made a small leap at the proof of life. No audible clue about Adam, Jaden, or Garreth. I risked peeking around the corner.

      The scene I found almost broke my heart. Jenna was hunching on the ground in front of a demon whose face I couldn’t see. The rest of them, Chris, Noel, Jaden, Garreth, and Adam, were tied to the wall in iron chains. Chris and Noel were still whispering while Adam had closed his eyes in exhaustion. There was a streak of blood running down the side of his face, his breath was uneven, and sweat was covering his forehead. What had they done to him?

      “Ready for another one?” the demon asked coldly.

      Jenna flinched at his words. She knew what was coming.

      “Leave her alone, Blackbird!” Chris yelled at the demon. I swallowed a gasp. “Take me instead.”

      “And how would that be of any use for me?” Blackbird asked and slowly walked toward Chris. “Your wife has proven such a wonderful source of energy. You are not even half as strong.”

      Garreth and Jaden were watching with helpless faces how Jenna was shifting in pain.

      “Pssst,” I hushed at Jenna under my breath while Blackbird was still debating with Chris.

      “—too bad you can’t use your powers when you are in our special chains. Centuries of experience have taught me how much your kind likes to try to escape, and I don’t want to kill you—not just yet. As long as you are locked up, your powers won’t work, so don’t even think about it.”

      She lifted her chin just an inch but it was enough for me to see her full face. She looked like a ghost, face pale and hands bound together with the same iron chains that were holding the others against the walls. I wasn’t even sure if she was looking at me when our eyes met, she didn’t show any reaction. But a wave of hope rolled through the room.

      Jaden had noticed me at Jenna’s movement. He curved his lip at one side. I wanted to run to them, save them, but without a plan, there was no way I would be able to get them out alive.

      A hand on my shoulder almost made me scream. Sophie’s face appeared beside me, her expression horrified as she saw them chained to the cave walls. I grabbed her hand and squeezed it. A gesture of how relieved I was that she was still here with me.

      Jaden’s eyes claimed my attention. He let them wander to the side as if he was pointing at something. As I followed his gaze, he was looking at the metal frames which were binding him to the wall.

      They were all incapacitated. If I could only free one of them—

      Sophie understood Jaden’s hint and pointed at him, nodding at me. We were going to free him first. It was worth a try.

      Holding up her hand, she counted to three, and we fired at Jaden’s handcuffs together.

      The first reaction came from Blackbird. He jerked around at the sudden blinding light. The moment he spotted us in the doorway, Jaden slipped his hands out of the loosened metal and freed Garreth. Together they freed the others and steadied Adam and Jenna, healing them as much as possible in the short moment of confusion.

      Blackbird was just standing there, smirking at us from under his white hair and straightening out his black coat.

      “Quite an entrance you made, Claire,” he said with a facial expression way too happy for what had just happened.

      The others had lifted their palms behind him, preparing to take him down together, but they never did.

      “So, if you take down Blackbird, I will have to kill this girl,” Volpert’s voice came from behind us.

      I turned to see who he was talking about and noticed his hand an inch behind Sophie’s back. The others had seen it too and lowered their hands. All except for Garreth.

      “Not her,” he objected.

      He was going to do whatever it took to keep her safe, and he was right about it. We all had to protect each other. If only I could get Sophie out of Volpert’s path fast enough, Garreth would get a clear shot at him.

      I didn’t know if it would work, but it was worth a try. With a deep breath, I closed my eyes, counting to three in my head. On three I grabbed Sophie by her arms, swinging her around and pulled her out of Volpert’s line of fire. Garreth shot and the demon screeched in fury as the beam of light singed his shoulder.

      “You are not going to like what I will do to you for what you just did.” He flicked his finger and four billowing dark shapes stepped out of the shadow behind him.

      Jaden and Garreth were the first to react. They fired at the demons, keeping them from going after Sophie and me right away.

      It was less than a second before everyone was engaged in the fight. I could see each of the angels and all the demons clearly, as they were battling each other, without needing to switch to second vision. Even Sophie was throwing blow after blow at the creatures. Jenna and Chris had reunited, fighting one bulky demon, holding each other’s hand. Noel was building a shield between Sophie and three demons, one of them Maureen. Sophie shooting at them from behind the angelic duo. Jaden was fighting his way past Blackbird together with Adam, trying to get to me. For some reason, I was a spectator. No one had attacked me—yet.

      When I lifted my palm and wanted to rush in to help them, a hand grabbed my neck.

      “Ahhh,” I grunted as an iron grasp pushed into my throat.

      “You are not going anywhere,” Volpert whispered in my ear.

      “Let me go!” I yelled at him, catching everyone else’s attention.

      As they hesitated for a fraction of a second, a bulk of five more demons streamed into the room, flanking the angels.

      I struggled in his tightening grip, gasping for air.

      “I’m coming, Claire!” Adam called over the noise of the fight.

      He dodged Blackbird’s blow and sprinted toward me, face determined, ready to fling himself at Volpert. When he was just a step away, Volpert waved one hand, and Adam was thrown through the air, hitting the opposite wall with a loud crash.

      “No!” I cried.

      Adam didn’t fall. He stayed pinned against the bare stone as if held there by force. From the corner of my eye, I saw Volpert’s fingers pointing at him, hand moving up and down slightly, pulling Adam along the wall with every move.

      “Adam,” Volpert said with a cruel smile. “How about a deal? I have always liked you. If you hadn’t betrayed me, I would still be treating you like a son.” He slid Adam further across the wall. “I am willing to forgive you if you do just one little thing for me.”

      Adam groaned in pain and fresh blood came trickling down his face as he hit an edge.

      “Just one tiny, little thing.” He sneered and tightened his invisible grasp on Adam. “Kill her.”

      I sucked in a breath of horror as Volpert was appealing to the demon instinct in Adam’s chest. He had a good core, but who knew what Volpert’s dark magic might unearth—

      “Let him go.” This time it wasn’t a demand. It was a plea. We needed Adam. I needed him.

      “It’s up to you, Adam,” Volpert lured. “You can make the pain go away right now if you say yes.”

      Adam just stared at Volpert, grimacing in pain, eyes unreadable.

      “You don’t need to do this,” I tried. “Don’t listen to him.”

      “Kill her and I’ll let you live.”

      There was a flicker of struggle crossing Adam’s face when he looked back and forth between Volpert and me.

      “I’d rather die,” Adam spat at the demon and screamed out in agony as Volpert ripped him across the sharp stones up higher on the wall.

      “Very well, then,” Volpert said icily, “have it your way.” He pulled me through the room until we were standing in front of the wall he had smashed Adam against. “You are going to watch them die, Claire. Every single one of them. Starting with the traitor.”

      With another wave of his hand, he let Adam crash to the ground at our feet. He landed with a thud that hurt my ears—less because of how loud it was than because of the meaning of the sound. Adam wasn’t moving, besides his shallow breathing. And his eyes. They were searching the room until they found mine right in front of him. There was a tear running down his cheek.

      As he stared at me, helpless, it all came back to me. The pain the demons had been causing me, all the weeks of worry, of fear, those emotions all were strong, licking my chest from inside, demanding revenge. But my heart knew better. The strongest emotion, outshining all of the anger, the exhaustion, the frustration of the past, was love. My love for Sophie and my unborn nephew, my love for my new family. But most of all, my love for Adam, for the life that lay ahead of us—if we ever made it out of here.

      Adam held my gaze, head lolling to the side, pinned to the ground by the demon’s spell. His eyes were glowing softly—spring-green islands in a white ocean of paleness. He was fading.

      “Stay with me, Adam,” I whispered. I knew he would hear me over the noise in the background.

      Jenna’s and Chris’ gasps as they were fighting Blackbird, inevitably losing against the mastermind of torture. Sophie’s groan from the corner as she was recovering from a blow, struggling to get back on her feet, Maureen lurking over her like a viper. Volpert’s cold laugh as he was watching everything we had been fighting for fall apart.

      “You need to save us, Adam,” I urged him, taking his hand into mine. “You can’t just die, not after everything we’ve gone through. The prophecy...”

      “I love you, Claire,” Adam interrupted me with weak, velvet words. “Never forget how much you mean to me. You are everything I could have ever hoped for. I’m sorry...” His voice faded.

      Without time to react, his eyes closed and he became still.

      “Adam!” I shook his shoulder.

      No reaction.

      “No.” It was a quiet sound first. “No!” I yelled and turned around.

      Volpert was standing right behind me, head tilted to one side, ponytail dangling as in slow motion. He had let go of me, giving me a moment to fully appreciate what had just happened.

      A loud crash and Jenna’s shriek told me that Blackbird had gotten the upper hand in their fight. Chris had fallen silent.

      I turned around and spotted him on the ground, motionless, next to Jaden who was hunching under the firm grasp of the white-haired demon.

      “If you truly think you still need to take your revenge, kill me.”

      Volpert flashed a broad smile.

      I looked him in the eye. “Kill me now. But let them go.” What was the point of fighting a lost cause? He was going to eradicate me eventually, anyway. If I could save at least one of the others in the process, it was worth a try. Jenna panted under Blackbird’s pain-inflicting spell. I cringed.

      “Look who is suddenly negotiating,” Volpert sneered.

      “I promise, if you let them go, I will not fight.” It was my last hope to give the others a chance. I certainly couldn’t count on Adam to be the savior any longer. “Do it.”

      “I will.” His eyes glistened as he looked right at me, laughing into my face. “And I will make it worth your while.”

      With a flick of his hand, he ordered his underlings to halt. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Jenna was kneeling in the dirt, tears in her eyes. Jaden gave me a long, pained look. He shook his head at me, as to tell me he’d rather die himself than see me die.

      “Thank you, Jaden,” I said quietly, “for everything.”

      “Before you say your goodbyes,” Volpert claimed my attention, “let me tell you a story.”

      He unfolded a vicious grin on his face and stepped closer, hands reaching out to take mine. I froze and waited for what would happen.

      Volpert stalled and stopped less than a foot away from me, his breath touching my face as he spoke.

      “I have taken down all of the bookkeeper’s descendants. You and your sister are the last and final ones.”

      His tone sent chills down my back.

      “Of all the people I have killed, your parents were probably the most satisfying.”

      I felt my jaw drop.

      “Oh,” he clapped his hands over his mouth as if he had just spilled a secret. “You still think it was an accident.”

      “What are you talking about?” I glanced to the side to see if Sophie had regained consciousness. Her eyes were closed and her body limp.

      “One of my men was driving that truck,” he whispered, loud enough to burst my eardrums.

      “You killed them?” I asked incredulously. “Why both of them?”

      “See, that’s the question, I really wanted to hear.”

      My whole body had gone numb. How could I have missed this? Of course it made sense. If my sister and I were the last descendants, Volpert had to have known about our father.

      “I didn’t need to kill your lovely mother,” he purred like he was reciting a poem. “She was a sight for sore eyes. Full of energy. And I just couldn’t help myself...” His eyes wandered back to the memory. “I couldn’t rob myself of the opportunity to see you and your sister suffer.”

      “You are a monster.” The words escaped my mouth so quickly, I couldn’t stop myself.

      “Perhaps,” Volpert mused, eyes lighting up as if someone had just paid him a compliment. “It was worth it, though, watching you and your sister going through hell. Revenge is just so much sweeter when it lasts more than just a second.” He refocused on me. “My plan was to kill you both as soon as the mourning period was over, but your habit of running to the graveyard was just too precious to not drag it out a little longer...”

      “You are insane,” I hissed at him. “You could have finished it right then and there,” I provoked him, unable to care any longer about what would happen to me. “Why didn’t you just go for it?”

      “See, that’s where my plan derailed.” He pursed his lips for a moment, then sighed. “That’s where you got involved with the Gallager family.”

      He glanced over my shoulder and my eyes followed his gaze, flickering to Adam, who was still laying there, lifeless.

      “The moment you catalyzed the traitor, you showed up on other demons’ radar. Of course, they wanted to use you for their own reasons—enslaving angels and so on. And there he was, Jaden, the guardian angel, at your side, night and day. You weren’t just a simple target anymore. You almost slipped my sphere of influence.”

      “Sorry I caused you so much inconvenience,” I said, voice dark with sarcasm.

      Volpert laughed. “No, no, no. It actually turned out to be really good for my plan of revenge.” He finally took my hand and I shrank back a little.

      I couldn’t follow his train of thought.

      “The others killed Adam for me, and I got to use him as a weapon against you.”

      “That didn’t turn out too well for you, did it?” I spat. “After all, he betrayed you within the blink of an eye and came to support us.”

      Volpert choked on his grin and his eyes got cold and piercing. “You have been alive at my mercy. You suffered for months and that was what I needed to see. The moment he betrayed me, your time was up. Both your time.”

      I stared at him, unable to feel. His hand tightened around my own.

      “Tell Claire what a good time you just had with Adam just now,” Volpert called to Blackbird, who was sneering at me, Jenna still at his feet. She was looking at Adam for a moment and let her head sink to her chest. “Too bad all this has to come to an end.”

      Volpert made a fake-sullen face and looked at the two demons who were standing near Sophie. “Bring her to me,” he ordered.

      Within a blink of an eye, they had grabbed my sister and pulled her within Volpert’s  reach.

      “Let’s go.”

      Before I could react, I was enclosed in darkness. I lost orientation and the ground underneath me vanished. It took several moments until I felt solid stone under my feet and I could see again.

      “Where are we?” I heard Sophie’s weak voice next to me. She was in no condition to fight.

      Volpert’s hand was still tightly gripping mine. “I thought it was time to make this a more private matter. A little family reunion, so to speak.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      I looked around and saw natural stone shaping walls and a ceiling. Volpert, Blackbird, and the two who had grabbed Sophie were right in front of us. He had to have taken us through another demon portal. When I looked closer, there were two other demons standing at the far end of the cave. They were holding Noel by his arms. How had they gotten hold of him?

      “Let him go!” I demanded. More worried about my grandfather than myself.

      Volpert smiled and squeezed my hand. “Bring him over here, please.”

      The demons dragged Noel toward us. He was eyeing me as if he wanted to tell me something, but he didn’t speak. There was fear radiating from every inch of his body.

      “Nice to see you again,” Volpert chirped at Noel.

      “You should have died along with your father,” was all that Noel said in return.

      “I know, how unhappy you are that I escaped back then,” Volpert said, “but you are quite good at escaping yourself. You have been hiding for over two-hundred years.”

      “I have been biding my time until the day I can finish what Thompson and I started,” Noel spat at Volpert.

      “Sweet.” Volpert smiled at Noel, his mouth a distorted line rather than a curve. He nodded at the demons holding Noel and they tightened their hands. “Too bad you won’t get a chance.”

      Noel glared at each of them, then looked back at Volpert who was already focusing on Sophie and me.

      “So, now that we are all here together, shall we start with Sophie?” Volpert mused and chuckled like a madman.

      “No!” I tried to pull out of his grasp.

      “Blackbird, will you do me the honor?”

      The raven eyed demon stepped out of the shadow and nodded at Volpert with a  devious smile as he lifted his hands at Sophie.

      Then everything happened in a blur. Blackbird released a deadly, silver flash, Noel tore out of the demons’ grasp and threw himself in front of Sophie, taking the blow for her. He sank to the ground and groaned.

      “Noel!”

      Volpert watched my reaction with sadistic pleasure, as I again tried to free myself from his grasp and rush to my grandfather’s aid.

      “If he was only your grandfather it would have been reason enough to get rid of him.” He squeezed my hand again.

      I shuddered. The way Volpert just didn’t let go of my hand made me uncomfortable beyond measure.

      “He was also the angel who helped bring down my own father,” he continued. “Actually, all your angels will be dead soon enough. As soon as I’m finished with the two of you, I’ll make sure the news about your deaths is the last thing they hear.” He laughed out loud.

      A surge of revulsion was welling through me as he laughed as if he had just made a good joke. All his underlings joined in, the sounds of their voices merciless and cruel.

      “You.” A sudden flash of coldness ran through me. I could tell that Volpert was feeding off my pain as if he was having a royal feast. “You have taken everything from me.”

      The demons fell silent, surprised by the sound of my voice. It carried through the cave, a clear melody of strength and determination.

      “You have done enough.” I fastened my fingers around his hand.

      Hot waves were running through me as I let my wings erupt from my shoulders. I didn’t care about my shirt and I certainly didn’t care if my visible wings made me more vulnerable in this limited space. The energy was running in circles until it eventually collected in my palm, which was pressing into Volpert’s.

      His eyes widened at my sudden valor and the heat burning into his flesh.

      “You,” he ordered Blackbird to his side with a point of his free hand while he was trying to pull the other out of my iron grip. He didn’t stand a chance. A power I had never felt before was building within me, and Volpert was going to feel it first-hand.

      He was trying to tear  our fingers apart by raw force as he saw bright, white lines cracking through the back of Volpert’s hand. The demon was biting back a scream of pain.

      “What is happening?”

      The heat was spreading and the power seemed to release itself through my palm. Not the usual ray of light we had been using—this was something new. Something different.

      Volpert and I were staring at our hands, both equally surprised. I shook my head at him, indicating I didn’t know.

      As I was watching the light sear its way through his skin, Volpert started turning into ashes. Slowly, at first just his hand and arms, and then it became more rapid, as it swallowed his whole body. His eyes were staring at me in horror when his face disintegrated and his entire shape exploded into a wave of dust. The blinding light coming from my palm burst through the room like a shockwave, and there was a loud crash behind me. I ducked down and covered my eyes.

      It took a while until the dust had settled and I dared to lift my arm and look up. I was alone. Where Volpert had stood a minute ago, there was a layer of ash. The other demons were gone, too, probably torn apart by the explosion. Pieces of them were strewn all over the ground, orange flames licking the remainders of their human shapes. Part of an arm was right beside me, fire cracking through the black clothes, disintegrating the flesh beneath.

      As the state of shock settled in, I crawled away from the heat and the view. Had I done this? Had I taken them all down? I looked around again. Where was Sophie?

      Unable to make out her shape from my position on the ground, I got to my feet and looked again. A huge part of the ceiling had crashed down at the far end of the cave, leaving a wall of black stone and gravel on the earthy ground.

      “Claire!” Sophie called from the other direction.

      I jerked around, relieved to hear her voice. She was standing at a low opening behind which I could make out the night-black water of Fox River.

      It took a second to get to her and throw my arms around her. Her wings had spread and were floating behind her shoulders.

      “You are okay,” I sighed.

      She hugged me back. “I am.” Then she let go and put her hand on her stomach. “We are. The little one is fine.”

      Two waves of comfort were washing over me—first hers and then my own.

      “How did you do it?” she asked, curiosity brightening her eyes as she slipped out into the night air.

      I glanced at my hand, shaking my head, took a deep breath and followed her. “I have no idea.”

      The river bank was half-lit, mostly by the fire which was still raging behind us in the caves. Orange reflections were bouncing off the narrow entrance and finding their way outside the dark hole.

      I couldn’t believe it was over. Volpert’s ashes would be covering the ground tomorrow morning along with the ashes of the other demons. It would melt into the soil, probably leaving no evidence of what had happened here tonight.

      For a brief moment, I stared at my palm. The heat and the light were gone. They had left no sign they had ever escaped my hands, my skin not even slightly scathed.

      “Claire!”  Sophie’s voice urged me from my thoughts. “Help!”

      I looked up and found her kneeling on the ground, wings folded on her back. There was someone laying next to her.

      “Noel!” I shouted and unfroze as I recognized the shape.

      Within the blink of an eye, I had teleported there and sat down at his other side. He must have crawled out of the cave while the demons had been torn apart by my unexpected power.

      There was something very wrong with him. His breathing was shallow and there was sweat forming on his face.

      “What’s happening?” I asked as I reached for his hand.

      Noel took a slow breath and directed his weak gaze at me. “The blow I took... it was stronger than I’d thought.”

      “You saved us,” I said, but he shook his head.

      “It was you who saved us all. You are his love.”

      I didn’t understand.

      “The prophecy,” he coughed. “You are Adam’s love. The prophecy was referring to you all along. The moment I saw him, I knew it was you. And as long as he would be capable of loving, he would be loving you, and you would be his love.”

      I was at a loss for words, staring at him as he was growing weaker.

      “Don’t strain yourself.” Sophie wiped sweat off his forehead with her sleeve, ignoring what he had just said.

      “Thank you, Claire, thank you, Sophie,” he coughed as his breath became more shallow. “My two beautiful granddaughters. You have given me everything.”

      “Shhh...” Sophie tried to keep him from using up his strength. “You’ll be fine...”

      “I will,” Noel agreed. His lips drew up at the corners and he smiled at us with all the pride and love only a grandparent can hold. I could feel it radiating off his body.

      My heart lifted for a second, but when I watched his skin become ashen, I knew we had only minutes left.

      “I love you.” Tears were searching their way into my eyes.

      “It is a gift that I was allowed to be part of your lives...if only for a little while.”

      “Please, don’t leave us,” Sophie said and laid her hand on Noel’s arm.

      He squeezed her hand gently. “I have fulfilled my destiny. I am going to a better place now, don’t worry about me.” The smile on his lips widened. “Agnes is waiting—”

      We all knew the meaning of his words. I heard Sophie choke back tears.

      It was ironic how short our time with Noel had been—our grandfather, who had protected us our whole lives since our parents’ death, always right before our eyes but never apparent as who he was. Had he only come forward earlier, Sophie and I could have had a real family for at least a little bit. Our grandfather, the angel. Instead, he had watched over us from a distance, making sure that we were safe. And now he had sacrificed himself for us.

      I looked down at his lifeless body. His face was peaceful and there was a hint of a smile caught on his pale lips. His hand was still lingering on mine. I could feel the warmth disappear with every second I kept my fingers there, it continued to withdraw further. But there was more. I could sense his soul leaving us. When I closed my eyes, I saw how the beautiful shape of his light faded until it had gone out completely

      “Thank you,” I whispered into his hair, as I kissed his forehead, “for everything.”

      Sophie was still sitting on the other side, her wings hanging to the ground loosely. Her eyes were unfocused. She was grieving. I could feel it. And it added to my own grief.

      I reached over Noel’s body and took Sophie’s hand.

      “He is with Gran.”
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      “We need to get to the others,” Sophie reminded me after a minute of silence that this wasn’t over yet.

      Noel had given his life to save us, so we could save everyone else.

      “We’ll come back and get his body.”

      I blinked back tears of denial. I had to be strong. Right now we had to get to the others. If there was any chance they were still alive, we had to be there to help them.

      Sophie led the way back into the cave. The fire was slowly dying, leaving a layer of smoke lingering in the air. There was no way through.

      Maybe, now that Volpert was dead, teleporting worked again. It had been like that when Jaden had killed the demons who had kidnapped me.

      “Try teleporting to the tunnel which leads to the cave where we found them earlier.” I grabbed Sophie’s hand and we made our wings disappear before we closed our eyes together.

      I felt how we were fading out of the one cave and back into the narrow tunnel. It had worked.

      Not letting go of each other’s hands, we approached the entrance to Blackbird’s torture chamber. There were voices whispering.

      “Is he dead?” one of them asked. It sounded a lot like Ben. Was he talking about Adam?

      “It appears he is.” Alex. Her voice was too cold. It couldn’t be Adam they were talking about. Or Chris, or any of the angels.

      Ben and Alex must have come in to help the others. Whatever had drawn them into the caves, I couldn’t be more grateful to see them when we turned the corner into the place. They were standing between dead demons together with Jenna and Chris. No sign of Jaden, Garreth, or Adam.

      “Claire!” Ben called as he spotted me, and skipped the space between us to pull me into a big hug. He was holding me so tightly, I couldn’t see past his shoulder. “You’re alive.”

      “Sophie!” Jenna was suddenly there behind us, pulling Sophie and me into a hug, around Ben.

      Somehow, Chris’ arms fit around us, too, and we were all standing together for a moment, appreciating we were alive.

      “What happened? How did you escape?” Alex asked when we had all let go of each other.

      “There was this earthquake and we thought the ceiling was going to come down and bury us all, but it didn’t. And the demons dropped dead. Just like that.” Ben snapped his fingers.

      “All of them?” I verified.

      Ben nodded.

      So the shockwave must have gone through the entire network of tunnels and vaults.

      “Adam?” He was a demon, too. If my shockwave had killed the others it might have had an effect on Adam, too.

      “Not Adam. He woke up after Volpert’s demons died.” Alex smiled and pulled me into a hug. “Noel was right. You are an exceptional young woman.”

      After a second of relief for Adam, my chest tightened. Noel.

      “What’s wrong?” Jenna asked.

      Sophie and I gave them a brief version of what had happened in the cave with Volpert and Blackbird, how Noel had sacrificed himself for us.

      There was a long moment of silence until Alex looked up and spoke. “He knew he was going to die if we took the direction we did.”

      What? “He knew?” I burst out. Was that what he had meant when he  said he’d fulfilled his destiny? How could he have known and not told us?

      “Where is his body?” Alex asked. Her face was composed.

      “At the other entrance at the river,” Sophie said, emotion thickening her voice.

      “We need to go get him.” Alex looked around for support.

      Of course we would help, all of us. But there was another question on my mind, I needed to get it out before it was too late.

      “Where are the others?” There was still no sign of them. I didn’t know if Adam was okay and the thought was slowly but steadily driving me crazy. I had lost him once. I knew what it would feel like.

      “When Volpert and Blackbird got away with you, and the other two demons took Noel, the fight here became pretty close to a loss,” Chris shared what had happened on their side. “Without Adam, we were one man short and before you set off that miracle of a shockwave, we were dangerously close to being defeated.”

      “Where is he?” I couldn’t bear it any longer.

      “He is with Jaden and Garreth.” Jenna put her hand on my shoulder to calm me. “The moment the demons dropped dead we checked on Adam and healed him, and once he heard that Volpert had taken you and Sophie with him, he set out with Jaden and Garreth to find you.”

      My heart took a small leap. He was alive. He was fine.

      “Which direction?” My eyes were frantically searching the room, checking for exits Adam may have taken.

      “This way,” Jenna pointed at a narrow gap in the walls on the other end of the room. “We should all go together. Find them and then get to Noel.”

      “Let’s go,” Chris started walking, and we all followed without question.

      The gap led into a dark, narrow path, winding through the stone for what seemed like miles with nothing but empty vaults on both sides.

      “Adam!” I yelled his name, hoping he would hear me.

      “We’ll find him,” Ben reassured me. “Adam knows these tunnels.”

      His words gave me hope, and if the shockwave I’d set off had killed the demons in Blackbird’s torture chamber, it was likely there was no living evil in those caves left to take Adam.

      “Garreth?” Sophie called beside me. The nervousness in her voice gave away how anxious she was to find her guardian angel.

      “Over there,” Chris was the first to spot the vague, orange glow pulsating weakly in the dark.

      We rushed, and the moving shadows in the cave ahead turned out to be not the flickering of a fire, but three tall shapes moving about in the fading light. There was no doubt in my mind.

      “Adam!” I shouted. “Jaden! Garreth!”

      The shadows turned and moved toward us.  I could see their faces in the distance.

      “Claire!” Adam’s voice echoed through the stone corridor.

      In relief and joy, I teleported straight into Adam, who staggered back a half step as he caught me in his arms.

      “My Claire,” he gasped. “You are here. You are safe.”

      He kissed my face and buried his own in my hair.  I pulled back.

      “WE are safe,” I corrected him and once more threw myself at him, this time for a triumphant kiss.

      From the other side of the space, a voice came like through a haze, penetrating our brief cloud of bliss.

      “What happened?” Jaden’s voice was pleading. He was reading my emotions with worry in his golden eyes, the shock, the joy of the reunion with Adam, the surprise we were still alive, and sadness about Noel, even the inability to understand. But he couldn’t put it all together as a narrative.

      Still clinging to Adam, I looked around the dimly-glowing cave. I took a deep breath. It was as if the anger and power that had allowed me to kill Volpert and the demons had opened a window for me into history. I could see the entire picture very clearly. I could see how Noel had taken that fatal hit.

      As I peered over Adam’s shoulder, finding Garreth and Sophie holding each other’s hands and Jaden eyeing me with a mixture of relief and wonder, I found the strength to speak the words.

      “This is where Volpert and Blackbird brought Sophie and me,” I began. “They wanted to kill us here, where none of you could interfere. They were already holding Noel here. I think they liked the idea of finally avenging Volpert’s father under these very streets where he had been killed. It would be a nice and neat finish to the story. Wiping out, at last, the remaining descendants of his killer, the bookkeeper James Thompson, and at the same time eliminating the angel, Noel, who had proven to be a great defender of the Thompson clan, and, in fact, became our grandfather.” I paused for a moment. Noel. His body was resting on the other end of fire and smoke. The mention of his name slowed me down. Noel had known Volpert for centuries, and Volpert’s obsession with revenge had made him careless, greedy. It had him made take chances and all that had lead to that one moment where Noel had known what to do. That he’d had to save us so we could save everyone. “Noel sacrificed himself to save us.”  My voice broke and my thoughts unraveled.

      There was a moment of silence as it settled in with everyone. My hand was still clutching Adam’s chest for support.

      “We searched everywhere for you as soon as we were free of our chains,” he said. “No demons are alive. You were amazing. How did you do it?”

      I looked into his piercing, violet eyes for a brief moment but only shook my head. My strange energy was gone. There were just too many things to think about.

      “I don’t know. I... I honestly don’t know.”

      Now was not the time to talk about the how. We had to get Noel’s body before dawn so no one would find it on the riverbank.

      “Can we analyze later? I don’t think we can figure this out right now.  Noel’s body is out there on the riverbank and don’t you think it must be getting light by now?” I pointed into the orange light behind us.

      Heads turned as we realized that indeed there was a little patch of light that was beginning to show through the gloom of the cave, and as if on cue, a sprinkling of rocks and gravel clattered down.

      “We’d better go now,” Jaden said.  “This cave is unstable.”

      We scrambled over the heaps of debris and smoldering remains that lay everywhere and one by one exited into the dawn. After the smoke and dust of the underground lair, the first early breezes were a welcome kiss on our cheeks.

      My heart clutched in sorrow as I saw my grandfather lying on the ground, peaceful and seeming asleep but gone from us forever. I knew. I had been holding his hand when his soul left his body.

      “Pop,” Alex sobbed, kneeling down beside his body.

      We stood in respectful silence before this great angel, Adam pressing subtly against my side to show his support. Somewhere along the riverbank, a single sleepy bird uttered a few chirps, advance notice of the coming dawn.

      “We should take him back to the angelic realm,” Garreth said with a solemn expression. “He deserves a proper ceremony.”

      “I’ll take him,” Jaden offered.

      “I’ll come, too,” Garreth agreed.

      “Me, too,” Alex joined in.

      “Can we come, too?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

      Garreth shook his head. “The ceremony is a sacred ritual only original angels can participate in. You need to say your goodbyes now.”

      It was difficult to lose him so quickly after having found him. We hadn’t even had the chance to really get to know him.

      “Thank you, Noel.” I knelt down beside him and embraced him one last time.

      Sophie was right beside me, holding his hand. We had said our goodbye before. This was just his empty shell. Noel was long gone. Why was it so difficult to let him go?

      The others were each saying their last goodbyes to him in their own way. Ben took a long moment in silence, Jenna kissed his forehead, Chis took his hand. We stretched the moment as far as we dared, immobilized by the shock of losing Noel. Only when the first rays of sunlight were penetrating the gray cover of night, and the tiny waves on the river were filling with light, did Jaden touch me on the shoulder.

      “It’s time,” he said and we all stepped back, making way for Garreth, Jaden, and Alex to take Noel’s body back to the angelic realm. I took a last, long look at my grandfather before they vanished into thin air.

      We continued to stand there until the day was unmistakably underway, watching in silence as the sun was rising, slowly flushing color into the world. Minute sparkles were dancing on the river, glistening like little stars as a fresh morning breeze was rippling the water. Adam  put his arm around me and I held Sophie’s hand.

      “We have to get home,” Chris finally said. “Liz will think we didn’t make it.”

      Ben glanced up at the bridge where traffic was light but building.  “Let’s teleport,” he suggested.  “We can come back for the cars later.”

      Jenna nodded and she and Chris took off first. “Back garden,” she said before they faded out of the picture. Ben followed right away. After everything we had gone through this past night, it almost hurt to see them leave.

      “You ready?” I asked Sophie.

      “Ready.”

      Adam waited until Sophie had vanished, then he and I went last.

      As I moved through space and time on the riverbank for the second time in a few hours, I had another fleeting vision. It was as quick and hard to pin down as the metallic gleam I had seen in the dark under the bridge, but this time it was a sudden rising gray cloud of smoke and dirt and debris filling the mouth of the cave. I knew intuitively that this was what Jaden had warned about. A cave-in. Future demons would find no trace, not even footprints along the shore.

      When we hit the soft grass in the Gallagers’ back garden and I saw the others there waiting for us,  I truly felt the night was over.

      “Let’s go give Liz the news,” Jenna said and opened the back door.

      Unbelievably, Geoffrey was standing in the hallway. “Welcome home.” He inclined his head. “There is breakfast ready in the kitchen.”

      If he noticed our torn and dirty clothes or the blood on our skin, he gave no sign. It could not have been more surreal, except that in the next second Liz was bursting through the parlor door, crying.

      “How many? How many are back?’

      She counted us, “Six?” and looked from face to face in alarm. “Only six? Where are the others?”

      I tore away from Adam and engulfed her in a hug. “Noel,” I began but had to stop to choke back tears and then start again. “Noel didn’t make it. The others are taking him back to—” I stopped myself just in time.  Geoffrey was not one of us.

      “To the angelic realm?” Liz finished for me. “It’s okay. He knows.”

      The tears got stuck in my throat.

      “What?” Ben blurted out in disapproval.

      Geoffrey stepped closer. “Liz and I have been using these past days of preparation to start our own little project,” he informed us.

      “Geoffrey is being introduced to the work of the Guard,” Liz explained as we were all staring without comprehending. “He has been reading books and I filled him in about your mission. He’s becoming one of us.”

      So that’s what had been in the bag, Liz had left on the sideboard the other day. That’s why they had been exchanging secretive looks. It all made sense now.

      “Well, that’s good news,” Chris finally said after a long moment of surprised faces.

      “Welcome to our world,” Jenna said with a smile.

      “It’s an honor to be serving you in this human world and in your angelic world,” Geoffrey said and bowed to all of us.

      There were no secrets under this roof anymore. Liz had taken the initiative and brought Geoffrey into our reality. He had been protecting this family for the majority of his life and he would take our secrets to the grave, I was sure of that. Liz had made a good call. The others seemed to approve as well. Chris even shook Geoffrey’s hand and thanked him for taking on the challenge of guarding and documenting angelic history.

      Geoffrey simply smiled. “You have had a long night. Probably the longest of your lives. Why don’t you all clean up and I’ll serve breakfast in the dining room?”

      “That sounds wonderful, Geoffrey,” Jenna thanked the butler and walked over to give Liz a hug. “We’ll tell you everything over a big cup of coffee.”

      Liz gave her a wide smile. “Coffee. Exactly what I need.”

      When I peeled off the dirty and blood-stained clothes a few minutes later and stepped into the shower, it was like hatching from a skin which didn’t fit anymore. My heart started pounding. We had done it. Volpert was gone, his clan was gone, the ones which were still coming to join him would find no living demon in those tunnels, vaults, and caves. Without their leader, they would go back to where they had come from. But we had lost someone in the fight. Noel would never return from where he had gone to. He had died to take the blow directed at Sophie. Tears were mixing into the hot water on my face.

      Jaden, Garreth, and Alex had taken Noel’s body to the angelic realm to have the ceremony the rest of us couldn’t attend. There wouldn’t be a funeral for Noel here or a grave. Not even a memorial service. No person on Earth could know how his life had ended and the official story would be that he had retired to a warmer climate. As for me, I would never forget the look in his eyes when he had been hit by the demon’s blow.

      How I wished Jaden could take my pain away right now, the way he used to when I’d been still human. How long would he stay away? Would he return at all, now that his mission was accomplished and I was safe?

      “Claire?” Jenna’s voice reminded me I was still standing in the soothing rain of the shower. I turned off the water and wrapped myself in a towel.

      “Coming,” I called and unlocked the door.

      Jenna was sitting on the edge of the bed, concern in her eyes.

      “Everything alright?” I asked at the worried look on her face.

      “We heard you cry, and I wanted to check on you.”

      Oh. “I’m alright,” I sat down next to her and stared at the floor. Noel’s face flashed before my eyes again.

      “It’s not your fault he died,” she comforted me. “He knew he would not come out of this alive and he went anyway.”

      “I know.” I leaned my head against her shoulder, wiping water and tears from my face. “I feel terrible anyway.”

      We sat for a moment while she hugged me like a mother would hug a daughter, and waited until my sobs had ebbed away.

      “Aren’t the others waiting? I should get ready.” I jumped to my feet.

      “I am sure they don’t have any issue if it takes you a minute longer. After all, you saved them.” She smiled wisely. “Thank you, Claire. You saved my whole family. Everyone I love is alive because of you.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Even after the loss of my grandfather, I was still incredibly lucky. Sophie was safe, the Gallagers were safe. Jaden, Garreth, and Alex were alive, whether or not they would return to us. With a sigh, I opened the dresser and pulled out a set of fresh clothes.

      “I’ll be down in a minute.” With those words, I retreated back into the bathroom.

      When I got downstairs, Jenna was there with Liz and Sophie, chatting and laughing about something. Jenna had her hand on Sophie’s belly. The others were just trickling in and settling down at the table as I was. Adam took the chair next to me and took my hand.

      “He moved,” Sophie beamed when she saw me. “The little one moved again.”

      “That’s so exciting!”

      Everyone’s attention was on her and I was glad to get a moment to study all their faces. The scathed skin on their faces had disappeared—once more I was grateful angels had the ability to heal fast and to heal others—so had the dirt and the blood. If it hadn’t been for Sophie, by our appearance it could have been easy to forget what we had gone through last night. She hadn’t even changed out of her clothes, too busy being delighted with feeling her baby move in her belly.

      “Does it hurt?” I asked, eager to draw out the time a little until everyone was going to look at me for answers.

      She smiled at me. “It’s more like a tiny butterfly is trying to crawl up along the inside of my abdomen.”

      I had to involuntarily laugh at the fitting description of a little, winged creature. The little one had angelic blood running through his veins, the same as Sophie did.

      “Have you thought about names yet?” Ben wanted to know. He was wearing a knowing grin.

      Sophie covered her stomach with her hands. “As a matter of fact, I have.”

      “What names are you considering?” Jenna asked, curiosity lighting her eyes.

      “I’m not considering anymore. I have decided.” Sophie looked at me. “Ian Noel. After his father and grandfather.”

      For a moment I thought the tears would return, but they stayed at bay. “That’s beautiful.”

      “It really is,” the others agreed.

      “Noel would have been so happy to hear this,” Geoffrey said from the kitchen door, carrying a plate of cut fruit.

      We all turned our heads, needing to get used to Geoffrey on the inside rather than on the outside of our inner circle.

      “Why don’t you sit and have breakfast with us, Geoffrey?” Jenna suggested.

      Geoffrey’s eyes bulged with surprise for a short second.

      “Now that there are no secrets, you might as well hear everything first-hand.”

      Liz smiled widely as the butler hesitated and then, after encouraging nods from all of us, eventually set the plate on the table and took a seat. Jenna poured him a cup of coffee and he took it with incredulous eyes.

      “So, what exactly happened last night?” Liz opened the topic, ignoring Geoffrey struggle with whether or not to get comfortable in his chair.

      “That’s a really good question,” Chris said, looking at me with a curious face. “Let’s start with the things we know.”

      He gave Liz a detailed recap of our way through the tunnels, how we had gotten caught by the demons. Then when we came to the point where Volpert had separated Sophie and me from the others for the first time, it got hard for me to listen.

      “After that first demon dropped dead, the rest knocked us out with some evil spell and we woke up in chains,” Adam continued. “In the cave, Maureen was there the whole time, directing the maneuver, making sure Blackbird wouldn’t go too far and accidentally kill one of us.”

      I shuddered at both names. Maureen, the ex-girlfriend shadow who had tried to take Adam away from me in more than one way, and Blackbird, the master-torturer.

      “He took turns, stripping the angels of their angelic energy,” he continued, “but as I am not an angel anymore, he used his time with me to simply play his cruel game of pain with me.” His eyes were haunted as he was going back into the past inside his mind.

      The others were quiet, waiting for him to escape his memories.

      “It’s okay now, Adam.” I pulled his hand against my cheek and kissed his palm. “You are safe now. He can’t hurt you anymore—ever.”

      “Because of you,” he whispered and pulled me toward him, wrapping me in both arms.

      “Where did Volpert take you?” Liz asked.

      “The sacred halls of the dark,” Sophie explained. I let her do the talking, focusing on Adam’s breath on my hair instead. He had gone through so much. More than any of us. He had transformed, died, returned from death as a demon without memory. He had fought his evil nature and held on to that grain of goodness inside of him. Against all odds, he had been strong enough and he had proven more than worthy of all our trust.

      As Sophie was telling them about the amulet, how we had opened the portal and found the others, Adam’s arms wound even more tightly around me, as if to make sure Volpert wouldn’t snatch me away under his nose again. But he wouldn’t. There was nothing left of him but dust.

      “You escaped,” Liz commented. “Twice. How did you do it?”

      “The first time was sheer luck and the moment of surprise when we used our angel powers. We hit him with joined forces and that bought us enough time to figure out how to get away.”

      “And the second time?”

      There it was. The question I had feared. I honestly didn’t know how any of what had happened could have happened... The light, bursting through Volpert’s body from inside, the way he had crumbled to ashes, the shockwave I had set off... And it really hadn’t been me who had saved everyone, it had been Noel. His sacrifice had made it possible.

      “I’d like to know, myself,” I agreed with Liz.

      All eyes turned toward me.

      “Noel saved us,” I said, truthfully. “If it hadn’t been for him, the demons would have fried us in that cave.”

      There was absolute silence and open questions in the room.

      Sophie gave me a long look, obviously debating whether or not to share details about how I had ended Volpert, and then took a deep breath.

      “You know how the prophecy said that Adam’s love would save us all?” she asked—a rhetorical question. Of course, everyone in this room knew. “And we were waiting for it to happen, but after Volpert had smashed Adam to the ground, none of us knew if he was even alive.”

      We all flinched at that memory.

      “Before he died,” Sophie continued, “Noel shared that the meaning of the prophecy wasn’t as obvious as we had taken it. His love,” she gestured at Adam, “not the emotion—the person. Claire is his love—”

      “And she saved us,” Chris finished her sentence.

      Adam kissed the top of my head and let me sit up, even though I wanted to bury my face in his shoulder, now that they were all staring at me in awe.

      “I still don’t understand how,” Liz interrupted the moment and I wanted to hug her for it because everyone was looking at her instead now.

      Sophie was the only one whose eyes didn’t turn away. As she was silently asking permission, I caved and nodded. We were a family, and despite the fact that I didn’t understand what had happened, they had a right to know. Even Liz and Geoffrey. Maybe I wasn’t the only one to have burnt a demon to ashes by mere touch or eradicated an entire population of evil from under a city. The information may be of use for the future—

      “When Volpert kept provoking Claire,” Sophie told the story from her point of view, “she suddenly burnt him from inside or something. It was really scary. The light was coming through his skin as if it was searing his body, and then he began to turn into ashes and he exploded...” Now all eyes were back on me again. I felt heat flooding my cheeks. “And then the explosion just continued like a shockwave and apparently it wiped out every living evil creeping in the tunnels under Aurora.”

      Geoffrey’s mouth was wide open in a mixture of fear and admiration.

      “I’ve never heard of it,” Liz admitted with wide eyes.

      “I don’t know how I did it,” I made a statement. “He just got me so upset, I couldn’t help myself any longer.”

      “I wish I had been there to see it,” Jaden’s voice came from the back of the room.

      “Jaden!” I jumped to my feet and rushed to him to give him a hug. “You came back.”

      He smiled and gave me a golden look. “How could I not come back?”

      Adam pulled out a chair beside him and Jaden sat down, giving each of us a wide smile of appreciation before his eyes lingered on me again.

      “Volpert took your grandmother from you, and your parents, and has been threatening everyone you love. Your capability to suffer shows how much love you have in you.”

      I felt a surge of affection for my guardian angel. He had suffered with me, all the time.

      “When your grandfather was killed, it must have set off a chain reaction. Your emotions must have channeled into your light-beam and when you touched him, your pain destroyed all layers of him from inside out.”

      “What you do to me will not destroy me, it will destroy yourself,” Liz quoted from somewhere inside her mind-library as if she was having an epiphany. “and I will walk away unscathed, and the one I love will not fall for I have marked him with my light.”

      “Where did you get that from, Liz?” Jaden asked, confused.

      Liz dived out of her head and back into the dining room. “Noel gave me a second scroll.” She looked around at our questioning faces. “The day he gave me that other prophecy about Adam—and Claire—he handed me a second scroll with a seal and the strict instruction to open it only after his death.”

      “Can I see it?” Jaden asked.

      Liz dug into her pocket and pulled out a small piece of parchment.

      “Here,” she handed him the scroll. “I’ve been carrying it around with me the past couple of days, knowing that the day might come soon.”

      Jaden held up an identical piece at the same time. “From the archives in the angelic realm. Same instructions,” he said and laid both out between the fruit-plate and a coffee pot.

      The paper, the words, and the handwriting were an exact match.

      “He must have given a copy to me to make sure I’d give it to you in case you didn’t return,” Liz guessed.

      “He made this prophecy after Agnes’ death,” Alex suddenly joined the conversation, popping up on a chair beside Jaden. “But he never knew who it was about until the day he saw Adam and Claire together. Then he knew.”

      “Why didn’t he say anything to me?” He could have given me hope that I would live, that I would be fine—that Adam and I both would.

      “He knew the prophecy wouldn’t have been fulfilled if you had known.” Alex’ chestnut eyes bore into mine. “He loved you. Both of you.” She looked at Sophie.

      The words were echoing in my head. And I will walk away unscathed. I had.

      “Where is Garreth?” Sophie asked out of the blue.

      “He stayed with the Council.” Jaden and Alex shared a look.

      “When is he coming back?” There was a hint of worry in Sophie’s voice.

      “The way things are looking right now, not at all.”

      Sophie swallowed. “Without saying goodbye?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      So the Council hadn’t bent the rules as Garreth had called it in the conversation I had overheard. Or had Garreth all by himself decided to not return?

      Jenna put her arm around Sophie. “We are all here for you. You are not alone. Never.”

      “Thanks, Jenna.” Sadness had replaced the worry in Sophie’s voice.

      She got to her feet and left the room without a look back, mumbling something sounding like shower.

      “I’ll go.” I got to my feet and followed her, grateful I wouldn’t have to be involved in further analysis of what had happened in the caves.

      When I caught up with her at the top of the stairs, she had composed her face.

      “It’s okay, Sophie,” I told her and opened the door for her. “You liked him. Everyone understands.”

      “Understands what?” she asked, dropping her mask for a second.

      “You’ve been through a lot. Ian. The pregnancy. Then being dragged into that supernatural mess. Fighting, worrying. It’s a lot for anyone, but you are worrying about two.” I pointed at her belly. “Ian Noel hasn’t even been born yet and he has experienced you heartbroken twice.”

      “I am not heartbroken.” Sophie slipped out of her shirt and opened the bathroom door.

      “I can see you are.” I waited for her to face me. “He might come back.”

      “And if he does?”

      “You’ll tell him how you feel. And I’m not talking about a kiss when you think you’re going to die within the next couple of hours. I am talking about honest feelings.”

      She dropped the pretenses and looked me in the eye, concern creasing her forehead. “What if that’s exactly the reason he’s not coming back—he regrets having said what he said.”

      “If that’s the case, he doesn’t deserve you. But I don’t think that’s what happened.”

      She tilted her head to the side, doubt in her eyes.

      “However things turn out, we’ll be here for you. Always.”

      With a smile, I let her get to her shower.

      “Thank you.”

      I didn’t feel like going back downstairs. I was exhausted from the night, and the months of fear and worry, so I decided to simply crawl into bed and close my eyes for a little bit. The images of Volpert’s disintegrating face kept flashing in my head. They would probably haunt me for a while before I could believe he was really gone.

      “Hey,” Jaden’s voice chased away the images and I blinked my eyes open.

      He was sitting beside me on the edge of the bed.

      “May I lay down next to you?”

      I nodded. His soothing presence was what I needed to shut off my mind.

      With a swift movement, he slid up to my side and put his arm around me, pulling me against his chest the way he had so many times after Adam’s death.

      “Thank you,” I repeated what I had told him in the caves, “for everything.” All he had done for me—going above and beyond just to make sure I was safe. “I hope the Council considers your debt paid now.”

      He was quiet for a moment, rocking me back and forth like a child.

      “They do.”

      “That’s wonderful, Jaden.”

      I knew what that meant, so my happiness was tainted.

      “Thank you.”

      “When are you leaving?”

      “I will be gone when you wake up.” There was emotion in his murmur.

      I rested my head on his chest and closed my eyes again, ignoring the moisture there. He had given up everything for me. I would let him go with good memories, even if it hurt to think of a future without Jaden.

      “I’m glad you came,” I whispered. “Even if it’s just to say goodbye.”

      “Me, too.”

      Everything was there in our words: the history we’d had together, the countless times he’d saved my life, the jokes we’d made, the fights we’d had. None of it had to be spoken. It was there in the silence when he kept swaying me in the rhythm of his breathing, and it was there when I eventually fell asleep to the beat of his heart.

      “Goodbye,” I heard him whisper as I was slipping away into a dreamless sleep.
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      “I’ll keep the shop open for another week or two.” Alex sat down at Ben’s side, facing Sophie and me. “But we’ll need to decide what to do with it eventually.”

      It was too soon to think about this, but we had to be practical. It had been two weeks since Noel’s death and it was time for us to think about our exit scenario. Despite our victory, Adam still had to hide inside the house like a prisoner. No one could see him. Officially, he was dead. That left us with the Gallagers’ estate, Sophie’s and my house, and the coffee shop.

      “We should ask Liz,” I murmured. If managed properly, it would be a good source of income for someone who knew coffee. In fact, there was only one person I could think of.

      “Liz?” Chris wondered aloud.

      “There is no better person for it than Liz,” I explained. “She practically breathes coffee.”

      Sophie involuntarily laughed. “True. I don’t think there’s one time I’ve seen her without a cup of coffee.”  Sophie had recovered from the news that Garreth was probably not returning. Recovered was probably not the best word, but she was coping. I myself hadn’t coped with Jaden’s absence  other than accepting it for what it was. A friendship which would go to the end of the Earth and back, regardless of whether we were in the same place or not. He would always be there in my heart, protecting me.

      “It’s her passion,” Alex noted, bringing me back to the topic of what to do with the coffee shop. “Noel knew.”

      “She does successfully manage a library,” Chris mused. “I guess she would be great at running Noel’s.”

      I shrank at the sound of the name.

      “Of course, she would keep the name, right?” he asked into the room.

      “She would be great for the job,” Jenna agreed.

      “I guess we could invite her over sometime and ask her,” I suggested.  She hadn’t visited since the morning after the fight. Ben had taken her back to her house and she had gone quiet. Who knew if she would even want to be involved with any of us after all the danger we had put her through. Maybe she was just glad it was over.

      Chris and Jenna shared one of their looks, knowing exactly what the other was thinking.

      “We can tell her about our other plan then as well,” Chris suggested.

      “Other plan?” Ben asked first, even though all of us were itching to know what they were talking about.

      “When we leave, we need someone to take over this house. We won’t force Geoffrey to come with us and we actually don’t need a butler. This is a household full of supernaturals. Geoffrey has been faithfully serving this family for a long time. He deserves an early retirement, and we were hoping he’d take our offer to continue living in this house as the owner, not as the butler,” Jenna shared what they had been hoping to achieve.

      “That’s a wonderful idea, Jenna.” I couldn’t help but get a little bit emotional. The family butler had been kind and supportive toward me from day one with the Gallagers. It would be wonderful to see him enjoy life without having to work for anyone.

      “We asked him last night and now we hope he’ll accept our offer,” Chris chuckled, “especially when it is connected to a condition.”

      “What condition?”

      “He needs to be willing to share the house with Liz.”

      That was actually a great plan. Geoffrey wouldn’t be alone and Liz would have a place to stay and carry on her work for the Guard. And now that Geoffrey was basically her apprentice, it would be a perfect match. They could live and work together in this safe space. And Jenna’s house would be in good hands until, after Liz’ and Geoffrey’s time on Earth would have ended, we’d return to Aurora. Someday.

      

      “Are you serious?” Liz’ eyes bulged and she almost fell over when Jenna broke the news to her an hour later. We had caught her on the phone right away and she was thrilled to spend her Saturday with us. Her reaction when she heard about our plans for her new accommodation was the exact opposite of Geoffrey’s calm voicing of gratitude.

      “In fact, it would be a great help for us,” Chris added.

      “This is,” Liz was at a loss for words, something which hardly ever occurred with the confident woman, “I mean, this place is incredible. I couldn’t think of a more beautiful place to live.”

      “There is one condition,” Chris added. “If you are to stay here, you will need to share the house with Geoffrey.”

      “Geoffrey?”

      “We offered the same deal to him. He can continue living here, not as a butler, but as an owner of the house.”

      “Can I stock the library with books from the Guard?” she asked, making it her own little condition.

      “You can stock the library with anything you want,” Jenna laughed, “as long as it is in accordance with Geoffrey.”

      Liz found her composure and hugged Jenna, almost pulling her over.

      “I take it you accept our offer, then?” Jenna smiled and her eyes sparkled with delight.

      “Yes!” Liz was bouncing up and down like a little girl. “Thank you! I will take good care of the place.”

      I watched her for a minute until I gave her the second surprise we had in store for her.

      “What would you think about having life-long access to Italian roast?” I asked her when she had calmed down and settled on the couch.

      “I don’t understand.” She eyed me from under her raven mane as if I was speaking about moving to an island in the Caribbean.

      “You. Quality coffee. Any time of the day,” I broke it down for her.

      “I’d like that very much, but I don’t know how it would be possible. The library can’t afford a new coffee machine and I can’t afford to buy a coffee shop.” She raised her eyebrows in frustration.

      “See, that’s the thing,” Alex helped me. “You don’t need to buy a coffee shop. You just need to run it.”

      “Our grandfather left us the shop when he died,” Sophie explained what was going on, “and when we move away, we won’t be able to run it ourselves. I want to go back to school after the baby and Claire wants to go to college, too.”

      “Noel’s,” she squealed. “You are letting me run Noel’s?”

      “We thought you’d be the right one to appreciate the balance of delights and difficulties of running a coffee shop,” Alex laughed.

      Liz started hyperventilating. “This is like Easter and Christmas at the same time.” Her face suddenly changed to serious within a fraction of a second. “I’ll still see you, won’t I? You’re not planning to simply disappear from here and never return—”

      “Of course not,” Jenna reassured her. “We’ll stop by every now and then, to visit and hear about the news the Guard has to offer.”

      Liz relaxed and smiled. “Then yes. You are making a dream come true.”

      Having her commit to taking over Noel’s made our departure so much easier. Sophie and I had to pack up our house and put it on the market, and that would be it. We wouldn’t go back to our memories of pain and loss. The future lay with our new family—the Gallagers and Alex, who had permission from the Council to stay with Ben as his scribe. They had acknowledged him as a new prophet and Alex would put him on the right path. Naturally, that meant Ben’s foretelling had become true. He and Alex.

      “Sophie, Claire,” Alex came to us after our conversation with Liz.

      “What’s up?” Sophie asked.

      “Do you have a moment? There is something I’d like to talk to you about.” She made a serious face.

      “Sure.”

      We headed up to our room together and settled down on the bed and couch.

      “What is it?”

      “The night we went into the caves, Noel gave me something.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a familiar item.

      “That’s the crest of the bookkeeper,” Sophie said before I could.

      It was the same seal-ring Sophie had been wearing for a while.

      Alex held it out to me. “Noel wanted me to give this to you after he passed away.”

      I took the metal piece with shaky fingers. It was a little smaller than the one Sophie had on her hand.

      “You remember how your grandmother never got married?” Alex reminded us.

      Gran hadn’t stayed alone after Noel had left, but she had never married, and she had never regretted it. Sophie and I nodded.

      “This is Agnes’ ring. Sophie, you’re wearing Noel’s ring.” She looked at the two rings. “Noel had been carrying Agnes’ ring and she had been carrying his ring. They were a promise. If they’d ever meet again they would exchange the rings when they spoke their vows.”

      Sophie and I both stared.

      “They were engaged,” Alex explained.

      What a beautiful gesture. They must have truly loved each other or they wouldn’t have considered—

      As I was examining the ring, another thing sprang to my mind. Adam hadn’t brought up his proposal again. Neither had I.

      “You have no idea how proud he was of you,” Alex brought my attention back to the small item in my hand. “Now you both have a piece to remind you of him.”

      My fingers closed around the ring, holding on to it. It was a symbol of my wonderful grandmother, my grandfather who had been around for me, invisible, but still there, and their undying love.

      Alex got to her feet and was about to leave when I registered how sad she looked.

      “You loved him very much,” I asked her and stood beside her.

      “He was my only family.” There was a tear in her eye. One precious angelic tear. “Ever since we came to stay in this realm, we have been acting as grandfather and granddaughter.”

      It dawned on me that she was the one hurting more than anyone about his death. She had known him longer than any of us. And here I was, moping about my loss.

      “Come here,” I pulled her into a hug and held her. After a long moment, Sophie’s arms appeared around us both.

      “We are all family now,” she said and squeezed us. “Sisters. How does that sound?”

      “Sisters,” Alex repeated and pulled out of our hug to look at us.

      A loud knock on the door interrupted our little bonding moment. Ben popped his head in and his face lit up in pleasant surprise.

      “Great, so I only need to check one room to find you all,” he beamed.

      “What’s so important, Ben?” Alex asked and teleported to the door to kiss him.

      “Mom and Dad finally found a house for us. We are going there to take a look. Who wants to come?”

      So soon? I had thought there would be a couple more weeks before I would have to say goodbye to this place. The city, the river, my friends, my memories.

      “I’m coming for sure,” Alex stripped away her sorrow and was enthusiastic.

      “Me, too.” Sophie grabbed her purse and joined them as they were already heading downstairs.

      “You, too, Claire?” she asked over her shoulder before she walked out the door.

      “Coming.” I took a deep breath, slipped Gran’s ring onto my left hand, and followed the others downstairs, where Jenna, Chris, and Adam were waiting to teleport out.

      When my feet hit solid ground, and Jenna let go of my hand, I couldn’t believe my eyes. The new house was a modern building, larger even than the Gallagers’ estate in Aurora, and spacious enough to accommodate all of us and then some. We would stay there for a while. Adam would go back to college, finish his studies, so would Sophie when she was ready to leave Ian Noel with Jenna and Chris during the days. I would start classes, too. After everything that had happened I was determined to learn everything I could about genetics so I would one day be able to find an answer to how exactly the genetic inheritance of angelic blood worked.

      A large forest was stretching from the far left to the far right of the house. Little rainbows were dancing on the natural oak floor where the room-high windows were filtering the sunlight.

      “This,” Chris announced, “is our new home.”

      I looked up at the light-gray concrete walls framing the living room and swallowed in astonishment.

      “This is beautiful,” Sophie said.

      “And now that Geoffrey has informed us that he will take our offer and keep living in our house in Aurora, there is nothing keeping us from moving soon,” Jenna added.

      “It is beautiful,” I agreed. “Really. But we can’t afford it.”

      “Maybe when we sell the house in Aurora?” Sophie wondered aloud.

      “You are not going to pay rent here,” Jenna stopped the discussion before it had even started. “This is our family home and you are part of the family.”

      It was difficult to accept so much graciousness. With the Gallager estate in Aurora, it had been clear we were just visitors, but here—

      “Thank you, Jenna, Chris,” Sophie said yes for us both.

      “Thank you,” I added. Adam pulled his lips into a perfect curve when he saw my reluctance.

      “You remember that first time you visited us in our old house?” he reminded me.

      I did. I had thought that had been a palace. But this place  was even more beautiful. It didn’t represent our past, it was our future. A future with a real family.

      Sophie was smiling at the meadow under the large terrace. Jenna was right next to her, enjoying the view of the deep-green shadows the trees were casting along the grass.

      “Little Ian Noel will love to play there,” Jenna said and nudged Sophie’s arm.

      And when I looked out there, I could see it all. We would be happy here.

      

      There were boxes over boxes sitting in the living room, populating the couch, the floor, the shelves, each of them brimming with items. I had volunteered to pack up our stuff at our old house, doing the heavy lifting, while Jenna was making sure Sophie would be resting. She had really done more than any pregnant woman should.

      On the way up to my room, I ran my hand over the dusty sideboard. I hadn’t been here in such a long time it felt like a different life. Everything had changed since then, and there was a strange feeling of emptiness, despite the victory. The constant threat had become such an innate part of our lives that now that it was gone, it was almost as if something was missing.

      I opened the door and it was like stepping into my past. The books beside my bed were still laying the way I had left them, the curtains were half-drawn and the sheets on my bed were pulled back from the last time I had slept there. With a sigh, I grabbed a pillow and pulled off the covers.

      “Need any help with that?” Adam popped up beside me, wearing jeans and a gray shirt, and the most beautiful smile the world had ever seen.

      His spring-green eyes were studying me from head to toe, lingering here and there for a moment before they returned to look right into my soul. We hadn’t had alone time since the day before we had defeated the demons, and his presence alone was sending my heart into a frenzy.

      “Maybe,” I smiled tentatively. “Or maybe we’d like to use the bed one last time before I pack everything up.”

      He was behind me within a fraction of a second, moving the air in the room so his scent was tickling my nose. I inhaled deeply, and let him wrap his arms around me. His lips grazed down my neck until he was stopped by the collar of my shirt. He lingered there for a moment just breathing in my scent.

      “You smell wonderful,” he murmured.

      His teeth grabbed the fabric in his way and gently pulled it aside over my shoulder, making way for his lips to run along my skin.

      I was getting lightheaded from breathing too fast and held on to his arms around my waist.

      “What’s this?” Adam stopped kissing my shoulder as his hand ran over mine, stopping on Gran’s ring.

      He swung me around in a swift movement and pulled up both our hands to examine the piece of jewelry.

      “This was my grandmother’s,” I explained. “Noel was keeping it for her, in case they ever met again—”

      “It’s beautiful,” he commented.

      I watched his face as he turned my hand over and over in his palms. There was a little crease forming between his eyebrows, his lashes hiding his eyes from me as I was trying to read them.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It doesn’t belong there,” he said with a voice as if he was reading a newspaper to me.

      “What do you mean?”

      “There should be something else there instead.”

      I still didn’t understand. What was he talking about?

      With a hint of a smile, he let go of my hand and looked up, meeting my gaze with the most gentle, green glow I’d ever seen.

      “You should be wearing this.” His hand appeared between our faces, holding up a different ring.

      My heart stopped for a second. Was he actually—

      “Claire Marie Gabriel,” he got down on one knee and I was back to hyperventilating. “You are my soul. You saved me, more than once. When I was trampling the darkest trails, you gave me back my light. We have defeated the evil and there is no threat hanging over us now making me rush, there is nothing but you and me. And so I am asking you, will you marry me?”

      As he was gazing up at me, his beautiful face shining in anticipation, his soul radiating with love and goodness, there was only one answer I could give, and it didn’t take long to say the word. “Yes.”

      The room exploded with a wave of elation as he swept me around before he set me down and took my hand in his.

      “Yes,” I repeated, “I will.”

      He pulled off Noel’s ring and replaced it with a slender, silver ring with a pale-turquoise, square stone in an ornate, silver frame.

      Adam pulled me toward him and placed a sweet kiss on my lips. “I love you. I can’t wait to share my life with you.”

      I cuddled into his chest and nodded.

      “How long before we move?”

      “A day, maybe two.” Adam stood beside me, fingers playing with a strand of my hair.

      I peeked over his shoulder and looked at my room. I had known we’d have to leave eventually. But now that it was time to say goodbye to Aurora, I noticed how fond I had grown of the city. The place where my ancestors had fought demons, the place where Jaden had fallen in love with my grandmother. The city Sophie and I had returned to get on with our lives after our parents’ death. There were so many memories. That first day I had met Adam by the angel statue, our first kiss, his death, his resurrection. Pain and loss and hardship had led me to find my true self—an angelic self I hadn’t known even existed. Now, eventually, after all the heartache and all the struggle, I could start living my life with Adam.

      We looked at each other and it was perfect. His love for me and my love for him, intensified by infinity through our angelic connection. A spiral of joy that would carry us through eternity.
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      The sound of the rain, as it was kissing the world with soft wet lips, was comforting, as was the presence of the shadow beside me. We were sitting on the edge of a roof, high up above all that mattered to those short-lived creatures who were rushing from door to door, trying to avoid the wet of the soothing rain. Viewed from up here, their existence was a mystery to me. Why were they still there on this planet? Why was I still intrigued by their human lives?

      “You know, brother,” my shadow interrupted my thoughts, “you are not so different from them.”

      A deep sigh escaped my lips, the sound heavy with the burden of centuries. “I know.” I turned to touch his shoulder with my pale fingers. “But so are you.”

      It took me a few breaths to be able to draw back my hand. I hadn’t spoken about this with anyone in too long. Not even Garreth. But who was I supposed to talk about it with if not him? If anyone, he would understand. His presence, that had once upset me so much, in a life before Agnes, before Claire, before I had understood what love is, in this very moment was almost as soothing as the rain.

      We both had loved a human. We both had lived a dream and a pain that our other brothers and sisters didn’t know.

      With a surge of exhaustion, I looked back at the countless years of my existence. All that I had done, all that I had lived for, all that I had suffered for.

      I understood Garreth’s decisions now. I understood why he had obeyed the Council and left Constance. I understood why he had been distant and emotionally unattached with his fosterlings, and I understood why Sophie had become the center of his world. Being marked had changed everything for him.

      “We don’t belong here.” I didn’t know who had spoken the words. Him or me. Me or him? Did it matter? In the end, we were one. Two halves of one whole, representing just one little splinter in a timeless puzzle. Our purpose was the same. Only our futures were holding different paths in store for us.

      As for me, it was strange I wasn’t needed anymore. The one fosterling who had survived my guidance and my protection had grown into a beautiful creature of light herself. Theoretically, I could go back to where neither time nor space existed. I was free.

      “It is time,” Garreth’s words were nonchalant, despite their strong meaning.

      “It is.” My eyes were searching the skyline of the City of Lights one last time. “I will miss this place.” My voice wasn’t sad, nor was it cheerful. It was holding a secret happiness for what was laying ahead of me.

      “I guess this is goodbye, then.”

      “For now.” Who knew if I would ever be ordered back into my old duties.

      “For now.” Garreth smiled before he launched himself into the air and spread his beautiful wings.

      I closed my eyes and I could see the portal opening, it was only a second away now. “Tell Claire I’ll miss her.”
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